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Abstract

The work which is submitted for the degree of PhD by publication comprises eleven 

papers published in peer-reviewed journals: six sole-authored papers and five joint- 

authored. The publications span the years 1995 to the present, and the qualitative 

research projects from which the data and publications are derived were undertaken 

over a period of approximately ten years, commencing in 1994/95. The publications 

are included in full and are examined, both individually and within a more general 

context, in an overview.

The overarching focus of the research coheres around the construction and 

maintenance of occupational and leisure identities, and more specifically in the case 

of the latter, on sporting identities. All the research projects from which the 

publications derive were qualitative in nature, apart from the earliest work on 

doctoral students in the social sciences, which was based predominantly on 

documentary analysis of the relevant literature. Whilst the unifying theme of the 

research and the PhD submission might be termed 'identity work', three principal 

strands can be delineated and these are described in some detail in the overview: 

1) Occupational identities: contract researchers in the social sciences; 2) 

Occupational identities: doctoral research students; 3) Sporting identities: distance 

runners.
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Occupational and sporting identities: knowledge, practices and performance

1 Overview

1.1 Introduction

The work which is submitted for the degree of PhD by publication comprises eleven 

papers published in peer-reviewed journals: six sole-authored papers and five joint- 

authored, together with this overview. The publications span the years 1995 to the 

present, and the research projects from which the data derive were undertaken over a 

period of ten years, commencing in 1994/95. Details of all the projects, including 

methodology and methods used, are provided in each of the relevant sections below. 

The overview itself comprises the following elements. Brief sections provide the 

biographical contextualisation for the research, and portray some of the theoretical 

perspectives surrounding 'self and 'identity'. After setting the general context, the 

overview turns to an examination of the principal areas of research included in the 

submission: occupational and sporting identities.

The unifying theme of the research and the PhD submission might be termed 'identity 

work' (Prus, 1996), and questions of identity construction, maintenance and 

transformation weave through the submission. Three principal strands can however 

clearly be delineated, and each of these will be considered in separate sections below:

> Occupational identities: contract researchers in the social sciences

> Occupational identities: doctoral research students

> Sporting identities: distance runners

Before proceeding to examine these strands the context will briefly be set; first the 

analysis turns to the biographical context.



1.2 Biographical context

As a researcher who has in recent work embraced the tenets of the autoethnographic 

approach (Hayano, 1979), it seems appropriate to render visible at least some 

'accountable' knowledge (Stanley, 1990) in order to contextualise the research. My 

biography has influenced both the topics researched and also the theoretical 

perspectives employed in the analytic examination of these topics. Indeed, 'accidents 

of biography' have on occasion provided access, physical and psychological, to some 

of the research settings (Lofland & Lofland, 1995: 11) and stimulated the research 

questions. With regard to my own occupational life-world, I spent 23 years working as 

a full-time university administrator before taking up an academic post in 2003 as a 

short-term contract researcher. Over the last decade I have undertaken qualitative 

and ethnographic research on occupational and leisure identities, mainly in my 'leisure' 

time. My university working environment has brought me into close proximity with a 

variety of colleagues and students whose academic and occupational lives have 

merited sufficient sociological interest to stimulate research projects. The academic 

groups studied were: contract researchers in the social sciences; and research 

students in the social sciences and in art and design. Equally as important in terms of 

'identity salience' (Stryker, 1987) as my occupational identity is my sporting identity as 

a female middle/long-distance runner, and this latter dimension has provided the spur 

to autoethnographic research on the identity work of sportspeople, particularly injured 

athletes. In brief then, this is the biographical context out of which the research and 

publications have emerged. In order further to situate the PhD submission, the 

principal theoretical perspectives will now be examined.

1.3 Theoretical underpinnings: self and identity

The overarching focus of the research coheres around the construction and 

maintenance of occupational and leisure identities, and more specifically in the case of



the latter, on sporting identities; the leisure under discussion constituting 'serious 

leisure' (Stebbins, 1982; 2001). The concepts of identity and self have formed the 

subject of intense debate in both the social sciences and the humanities during the 

past two decades, spurred on inter alia by developments in feminism, 

poststructuralism, cultural studies, and queer theory (Callero, 2003). Indeed, under 

the onslaught of postmodernist and poststructuralist critiques, the 'death of the self 

has been proclaimed (Foucault, 1988, 1994; Rose, 1996). These claims 

notwithstanding, it would appear that a great deal remains to explore and unravel 

regarding the concepts of self and identity; the debate continues to flourish, as will be 

discussed in the sections below.

The forms of 'self and 'identity' which appear in most of the research work included 

here owe their construction primarily to the symbolic interactionist tradition. In some of 

the papers included, the concepts of self and identity have been posited as co 

terminous, congruent with Jenkins' formulation (1996: 29) where self is defined as 

'each individual's reflexive sense of her or his own particular identity, constituted vis a 

vis of others in terms of similarity and difference'. Although there is not the scope 

within this overview to do justice to the complexities of current sociological debates on 

identity and the self, it should be noted that subsequent to the publication of these 

papers, my current research adopts a somewhat more elaborated concept, still 

drawing strongly upon the symbolic interactionist tradition, but also encompassing 

greater elements of the historical, political, and cultural foundations of selfhood. For a 

good summary of these debates, see for example, Callero (2003), and this point will be 

revisited in the Summary.

Symbolic interactionist perspectives on identity vary greatly along a continuum 

between what might be termed more processual and more structural orientations. As 

Howard (2000: 371) notes, the more structural approaches rely on the concepts of role



identities and social positions, linking social structures to persons, whereas an 

alternative approach places greater emphasis upon the processes of identity 

construction in interaction, so that 'subject positions' (Day Sclater, 1998: 86) are 

actively negotiated, in contrast to the somewhat more passive construction often 

implied by 'role'. Although in no way wishing to underplay the power of structural 

constraints, the research papers included here tend to focus more upon the processual 

and interactional elements of identity, whilst acknowledging that social behaviour is 

both constrained and constructed, and 'role imposition' and 'role improvization' 

(Stryker, 1987: 93) are experienced by social actors.

Symbolic interactionist research into occupational and sporting socialisation is thriving, 

and in the UK in particular has in recent years benefited from an injection of fresh 

energy and new perspectives which has inspired much of the work included in the 

submission; see for example Delamont et al (1994) in relation to the sociology of 

occupations, and Maguire & Young (2002) in respect of the sociology of sport. Indeed, 

many of the papers attached represent a response to the call by Delamont et al (1994: 

151), for further systematic inquiry into the reproduction of academic collectivities and 

into the everyday work-worlds of academic staff.

1.4 Occupational and sporting life-worlds

For those engaged in the labour market, paid work has been theorised as one of the 

key ways in which individuals evaluate themselves and are evaluated by others, thus 

constituting a core component of social identity and the self, as Everett Hughes (1959) 

noted. The past decade has witnessed a resurgence of sociological interest within a 

'new sociology of occupations and professions' which seeks to address the everyday 

realities of work (Coffey & Atkinson, 1994: 2) via detailed empirical studies. The 

sociology of everyday life, developed initially in North America, particularly during the 

1950s and 1960s (eg, Goffman, 1959; Truzzi, 1968) takes as its analytical focus the



mundane, taken-for-granted, 'unmarked' (Brekhus, 1998: 36) aspects of everyday life. 

The recent launch of the web-based Journal of Mundane Behaviour testifies to this 

heightened interest in the everyday. The wish to explore, portray and subject to 

analysis the mundane, habitual practices and routines of quotidian work worlds 

characterises much of the research work included here, the purpose of which is to 

unravel some of the complexities of occupational lives, routines and practices and their 

impact upon occupational identity. The research emphasizes the 'local, situated 

character of occupational life and socialization' (Coffey & Atkinson, 1994: 4) and has 

been concerned to portray in particular the social worlds of somewhat 'marginal' 

(Bilson, 1988) occupational and sporting groups.

The academic occupational groups studied (contract researchers and doctoral 

students) had at the time of commencing the research been under-represented within 

the sociological literature, and it was considered important to begin to address these 

respective lacunae. Doctoral students have been incorporated within an inclusive 

definition of 'occupation', and further discussion of this decision is provided below. 

Analogously, there is a dearth of published research on the sporting 'occupational' 

identities of amateur, non-elite, older sportspeople, particularly women (Pike & 

Maguire, 2003: 233), and more specifically on injured sportspeople. The commonality 

of the research focus lies in the examination of the ways in which occupational and 

sporting identities are formed, maintained and refined, particularly via interaction, and 

the means by which occupational and subcultural knowledge and skills are developed 

and transmitted.

As noted above, whilst the unifying theme of the research and the PhD submission 

might be termed identity work, three principal strands can be delineated, and each of 

these will be considered in separate sections below. First, the analysis turns to the 

research on social science contract researchers and their identity work.



2 Occupational identities: contract researchers in the social sciences

Despite some interesting research into work-worlds within academic milieux, 

knowledge about the reproduction of academic occupational culture remains relatively 

limited, as has been noted (Delamont et al, 1994; Blaxter et a/, 1998; Abbas & 

McLean, 2001), and the majority of the published work has concentrated upon 

teaching staff (eg Delamont, 1996; Edwards, 2000; Hey, 2001). The higher education 

sector in Britain has of course been strongly affected by changes within the wider 

economy, where human capital and post-Fordist theories (Harvey, 1989) have been 

influential in the formulation of, and demand for a 'flexible' workforce (Barlow, 1995). 

The concept of 'flexibility' has been problematised, however (Rubery & Grimshaw, 

2003), for it is clear that flexibility along one dimension may produce rigidity and 

constraint on another, particularly for employees. Some employers have sought to 

maximise flexibility and reduce wages by increasing casual, part-time and contract 

work, and this form of employment has proliferated within the British higher education 

sector (Mclnnis, 2000; Parker & Jary, 1995), particularly in relation to contract 

research.

Despite the fact that contract researchers constitute such an important sector of the 

academic labour force, both in terms of numbers and contribution to UK research 

output, very little was known about the realities of their everyday, working life-worlds, 

and it was therefore considered timely to begin to address this gap. A qualitative 

research project was subsequently devised, involving in-depth qualitative interviews 

with 61 contract researchers in the social sciences, based at 11 different UK 

universities. It was decided to examine in detail these researchers' occupational lives, 

initially purely as a sociological project, but consequently also in relation to national 

policy, embodied for example in the CVCP (1996) Concordat on the career



management of contract research staff, and subsequent reports of the Universities UK 

Research Careers Initiative (UUK/DTI, 2003).

The originality of the research lay in its attempt to obtain detailed, qualitative data on 

the quotidian routines and the knowledge and practices of contract research, en bref 

to examine the habitus (Bourdieu, 1977) of contract researchers. One of the themes 

which emerged strongly from the data was the significance of 'tacit' (Polanyi, 1983) 

knowledge and 'informal' practices which researchers developed in order to practise 

their craft effectively, and to sustain employment in a highly insecure occupational 

realm, with a distinct absence of 'security of expectations' (Katz & Hartnett, 1976). 

These forms of knowledge and practice are portrayed and analysed in the first paper 

on this theme (Alien Collinson & Hockey, 1998). Although the more technical or formal 

practices of contract research such as data collection techniques were clearly of 

importance, it was 'tacit' (Gerholm, 1990) or 'indeterminate' knowledge (Jamous & 

Peloille, 1970) which was found to be crucial to successful performance of the role, 

despite its lack of susceptibility to 'codification and representation through explicit 

recipes' (Delamont & Atkinson, 1995: 96).

The nature of the knowledge and competencies required for effective performance of 

an occupational role, together with the means of their acquisition and transmission, 

form one of the foci of interest within the sociology of occupations, and Paper 2 (Alien 

Collinson, 2000) in particular seeks to analyse the development of 'craft' knowledge 

and practices, both formal and informal, in a work environment often characterised by 

high levels of pressure and stress. Researchers' perceptions of forms of knowledge 

and skills were found to vary considerably according to their entry routes into the 

occupation, and the amount and form of academic capital (Bourdieu, 1988) which they 

possessed. In summary, it emerged that for those with no or relatively little experience 

of higher education the development of craft knowledge and skills represented a



process of upskilling, which bolstered and enhanced their occupational self-image. An 

analogous process operated amongst those who came from a 'practitioner' 

background (eg social work, law, etc) and articulated strong social justice concerns 

and a desire to promote social change. Conversely, it was found that those with a 

more 'traditional' academic background in social science and humanities disciplines 

exhibited more ambivalence towards the development of contract research knowledge 

and skills, many lamenting a process they viewed as deskilling. In sum, what emerged 

was the complexity of interviewees' perceptions and the consequent impact upon their 

occupational identities; many researchers simultaneously experiencing deskilling along 

some dimensions (eg in relation to disciplinary knowledge), and upskilling along others 

(eg in relation to craft practices).

Formal 'technical' knowledge and practices constitute only two components within the 

plethora of skills and forms of knowledge required to perform occupational roles 

effectively and convincingly. In relation to contract research, the actual undertaking of 

the technical aspects of research per se was found to represent only one element in 

the development of a 'career', in the Hughesian sense (Hughes, 1959). Paper 3 (Alien 

Collinson, 2003b), examines and problematises the concept of 'career' in relation to 

what might be conceptualised as a marginal occupation. Given such marginality, and 

the often precarious employment history of, and prospects for contract researchers, it 

was of sociological interest to investigate how some researchers actually manage to 

sustain anything approximating a career.

The role of collegiality and peer support was found to be central to contract 

researchers' ability to stay in the occupational 'game'. The importance of an 

appropriate presentation of self (Goffman, 1959), both in-house and externally, 

became clear. Additional factors which emerged as salient in career maintenance and 

progression included networking, both intra- and extra-institutional, visibility of



performance (cf Pithouse, 1994), cues from more experienced colleagues, and also 

interviewees' own degree of cue awareness. In brief, the research findings 

emphasized the dual learning process undertaken by successful contract researchers 

who managed to combine the assimilation of the technical, 'official' aspects of 

research with the development of a stock of more informal knowledge. The principal 

factors influencing occupational longevity were found to be biographical background, 

employment location(s), and the role of serendipity or happenstance in the availability 

of employment opportunities (cf Hodkinson & Sparkes, 1997).

The concept of 'identity work' has been well utilised in a variety of disciplines, including 

the sociological and anthropological literature (eg, McLeod, 1998; Stewart & Strathern, 

2000), and especially within the symbolic interactionist tradition (eg Snow & Anderson, 

1995; Prus, 1996). Interactionists have emphasized the importance of occupational 

titles for connoting bearers' characteristics to the wider social audience, and analysed 

how audience perceptions in turn influence the occupational identity of the role 

incumbents (Becker, 1977). Contract researchers' conceptions of self-identity were 

found to be influenced both by their immediate occupational peers, who constitute 

'significant others' (Cooley, 1983) and also by the wider audience of the 'generalised 

other' (Mead, 1934). Researchers' own conceptions of how the institutional 

generalised other viewed them were reflected in value-laden phrases such as 

'casualised labour' and 'academic migrants'.

The interview data clearly indicated that contract researchers were engaged in a 

variety of forms of occupational identity work, often in the face of threat to a successful 

occupational self, and Paper 4 (Alien Collinson, 2004) seeks to explore the nature of 

such work. Elaborating upon evidence presented in a previous paper (Alien Collinson, 

2003b), the article reveals the shifting and complex nature of researchers' 

occupational identity, contingent upon various factors, such as an amalgam of



biographical features (Stanley 1990: 209), including educational or professional 

socialisation, and previous work experience. The context-dependency of occupational 

identities was also highlighted by the research, with the data revealing the significant 

and differential impact upon identity of different work environments. For all the 

participants, keenly-felt marginality, both in material and symbolic forms, required 

periodic identity work in order to sustain positive self-images, and the intensity of such 

work varied according to particular temporal points during the contract. In addition, 

prolonged engagement with contract research, where the need for specialist 

disciplinary knowledge is often very limited, often resulted in an erosion of the stock of 

subject-specific knowledge. Alarmingly, along with this decline in subject knowledge 

contract researchers were acutely aware that their capacity to keep pace with the rapid 

expansion in disciplinary knowledge was severely compromised by the routine 

demands of their job. In brief, the project findings emphasized the importance of 

identity work in the construction and maintenance of credible occupational selves, 

crucial for the effective completion of the demanding task of contract research.

This section has provided a brief overview and theoretical contextualisation of the four 

papers relating to occupational identity and social science contract researchers in 

higher education. Despite the importance of their contribution to the research output of 

the UK sector, at the time of initiating the research, very little was known about the 

quotidian working lives and habitus of the contract researcher. Salient themes which 

emerged were the importance of tacit and informal knowledge and practices, both to 

the effective completion of work tasks and also to continued employment in a highly 

capricious sector of academia. The importance of collegiality, peer support, 

networking, and an appropriate presentation of occupational self were also crucial to 

career prospects. The next section focuses upon a different 'occupational' group 

within academia: research students.
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3 Occupational identities: doctoral research students

This theme within the submission centres upon the occupational socialisation and 

occupational identities of doctoral students. Two specific groups in the UK were 

investigated: a) early work focussed primarily on policy issues in relation to doctoral 

students in the social sciences; and b) subsequent work drew upon some generic 

themes outlined in the first project, and sought to examine in greater depth the actual 

experiences of a particular student body: research students undertaking practice- 

based doctorates in art and design.

For the purpose of the research on students, an inclusive definition of 'occupation' has 

been utilised, in common with writers such as Delamont et al (1994: 140) who studied 

the doctorate as a period of occupational socialization. The liminal and ambiguous 

status (Davies, 1994) of students, in particular research students, has been noted in 

the literature, where research students are portrayed as uncomfortably 'suspended' 

between the social position of a student and that of a fully-fledged university academic 

(Delamont et al, 1994: 138), and this concept will be revisited in Section 4 below. In 

relation to the empirical research, it was of some interest to study the means by which 

students, in this case art and design students, coped with their liminal status, and also 

the demands of balancing and combining two very different identities, those of 

artist/designer and researcher. First, however, the research on doctoral students in 

the social sciences will be examined.

3.1 Doctoral students in the social sciences

In 1985, the UK Economic & Social Research Council (ESRC) introduced a new 

doctoral research policy which reconceptualised the UK social science PhD as a 

'training-model' doctorate and also imposed sanctions upon departments with 'poor' 

thesis submission rates. The requirements for research training were enshrined in the 

ESRC Postgraduate Training Guidelines, first published in the 1980s, refined during

11



the 1990s and currently in their third edition (ESRC, 2001). In 1988, the ESRC 

Training Board commissioned a number of projects on the social science doctorate 

(Burgess, 1994). This relatively radical doctoral education policy shift provided the 

context and the stimulus for my own joint research project into the social science 

doctorate and doctoral students.

Commenced in 1994, an analysis of ESRC doctoral policy was undertaken, followed 

by an examination of some of the consequences, not only for ESRC-funded students, 

but social science doctoral students more generally, given that the ESRC policy has 

resulted in fundamental cultural change (Edmunds & Turner, 2002). Some of the 

consequences may well have been unintended, as was suggested in Paper 5 

(Collinson & Hockey, 1995) which examines student responses to the changing 

doctoral culture within the social sciences. Such responses include practices such as 

'premature' thesis submission, when the student knowingly submits the thesis in a 

form which s/he knows to be unsatisfactory and liable for referral, in order to meet the 

4-year deadline for submission and thereby avoid incurring sanctions for her/his 

department. At the time of the research, some of these adaptive responses did not 

appear to have been considered by the ESRC or others, so far as could be determined 

by careful documentary analysis, and it was therefore felt important to investigate 

some of the possible consequences of the policy's introduction.

In addition, underlying the new doctoral policy appeared to rest some unchallenged 

assumptions regarding the degree of homogeneity of the social science research 

student body, and of students' motives for undertaking a doctorate. The needs, 

wishes, motives and aspirations of part-time, mature students, for example, appeared 

to have been largely excluded from the equation, as is discussed in Paper 6 of the 

submission (Collinson & Hockey, 1997) which analyses the resultant constraint on 

student choice. The paper concludes with a call for greater flexibility of provision in

12



order to take into account the motives and needs of a wider range of doctoral students 

beyond the stereotypical young, single, full-time student.

Further elaboration upon the consequences for students of the doctoral policy changes 

is provided in Paper 7 (Alien Collinson, 1998). This problematises the concepts of 

'competency' and 'training' in relation to doctoral research, as these terms are 

employed by the ESRC within the Postgraduate Training Guidelines. Whilst not 

explicit, the definition enshrined in the Guidelines appears to rest on a personal 

attribute model of competency, where the latter is deemed to be a quality of the 

performer, who can then be subject to assessment to discover if s/he possesses the 

requisite level of skills and knowledge. A further model of competence: the 'outcomes 

model' (Toohey et al, 1995) is considered in the paper; a functionalist model wherein 

competency is defined in terms of the functions which must be carried out in the 

economy, and where the key factor in assessment is the actual performance of the 

work tasks, and the specific functions of occupational role.

The research also highlighted the significant pressures confronting doctoral students in 

terms of the accomplishment of dual objectives within a time-constrained context: a) 

participation in formal, generic research training courses at an advanced level; and b) 

the requirement to make an original and substantial contribution to knowledge. The 

former element had previously not been required of social science doctoral students 

and so it was considered important to consider their responses towards the new 

training-model doctorate. The paper raises questions regarding realistic expectations 

of students under the new regime and, whilst acknowledging that the training-model 

doctorate has largely become orthodoxy, it cautions against the dangers of this 

doctoral form in terms of deleterious consequences for originality and creativity and 

impact upon student identity. The paper also calls for greater clarity and precision in

13



defining the level of student competence which is realistically achievable within the 

time constraints.

The research on policy issues relating to doctoral students in the social sciences 

generated some interesting questions, which related closely to the contemporaneous 

project on contract researchers, particularly regarding the need for detailed empirical 

research into the work life-worlds of both groups. It was subsequently decided to 

instigate research into the quotidian working practices and experiences of a specific 

group of British research students: those undertaking the relatively 'pioneering' 

practice-based doctorates in art and design. It is to this group that the analysis now 

turns.

3.2 Doctoral students in art and design

The research literature on the experiences of social science research students has 

burgeoned in recent years, thanks largely to a range of ESRC-funded projects 

(Burgess, 1994). This degree of research attention has not, however, been replicated 

with regard to other disciplinary areas. For over a decade, practice-based research 

degrees in art and design have formed part of the UK research degree education 

portfolio, but this route to the PhD still constitutes an innovative, and on occasion a 

disputed form of research study. Students embarking upon the practice-based 

doctorate find themselves in many ways undertaking pioneering work. At the time of 

the research, no empirical studies of this particular student group appeared to exist 

and it was consequently decided to initiate a qualitative project on the occupational 

worlds of art and design students. A joint research project was commenced in 1995, 

involving interviews with 50 students and 50 supervisors, based at 25 UK universities 

and colleges. Forty per cent of the students were studying part-time, with many having 

considerable experience of working as professional artists/designers. From the 

interview data a 'mosaic' (Becker, 1977) of student experiences was generated.

14



The general picture at the time of commencing the research was one of embryonic 

development, with many of the research sites handling their first cohorts of practice- 

based students. Consequently, both students and supervisors were encountering a 

raft of new problems, at both an institutional and an individual level. Paper 8 (Hockey 

& Alien Collinson, 2000) examines the nature of these problems in some detail, 

particularly from the supervisory perspective. Some of the problems encountered 

appear to be endemic across disciplines and the literature portrays a range of 

supervisory responses (eg Burgess et al, 1994). Other difficulties however were found 

to be more specific to the context of practice-based research degrees, for example in 

relation to perceived problems of academic credibility.

A key site of struggle for students and consequently their supervisors, was the specific 

combination of the more traditional analytic and written element of the doctorate with 

the practice-based component. This created intense problems for students, as 

highlighted in Paper 8, and examined in greater depth and specificity in Paper 9 (Alien 

Collinson, 2005). Given the paucity of empirical research on these students, the paper 

aims to provide new sociological perspectives on their occupational life-worlds, and the 

challenges to their 'felt identity' (Goffman, 1963:106) as creative people, posed by the 

doctoral process per se. It explores some of the narratives which students generated 

during their often faltering and difficult transformational journey of identity change from 

creator to creator-researcher. The paper analyses some of the perceived tensions and 

contradictions between the elements of artistry and analysis in the doctoral work and 

the deployment of techniques such as role distance (Goffman, 1959) as part of 

students' repertoire of coping strategies. The liminality and dual status of the research 

student role, and the complexities of 'looking both ways' have been portrayed in the 

literature (Coffey & Atkinson, 1994). In the case of these practice-based students, the 

reconciliation of the dual roles of researcher and artist/designer proved a highly
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challenging task, which required considerable identity work (Prus, 1996) as students 

struggled to amalgamate these divergent elements and to construct new conceptions 

of self.

This section has briefly portrayed the research relating to the occupational 

socialisation and identities of doctoral students. The research on social science 

students considered some of the 'unintended consequences' (Merton, 1949) of the 

introduction of the ESRC's new doctoral policy, and problematised the concepts of 

'competency' and 'training' enshrined in that policy, particularly in the relatively 

constrained time-frame of a four-year registration period. The liminality of the research 

student role has been noted, and the third strand of the submission focuses upon what 

might be deemed another liminal group: injured athletes.

4 Sporting identities: distance runners

The final area of the submission pursues the overarching theme of identity 

construction and maintenance but reflects both a substantive and methodological 

shift. This strand comprises papers derived from a collaborative autoethnography of 

injured distance runners, and examines the impact of serious injury upon sporting 

identity for, as Petrie notes:

Serious injury is one of the most emotionally and psychologically traumatic things 
that can happen to an athlete ... Because athletes are so dependent upon their 
physical skills and because their identities are so wrapped up in their sport, injury 
can be tremendously threatening to them. (1993:18-19)

Before proceeding to consider the substantive focus of the research, a brief note 

concerning the methodological approach will aid contextualisation.

In recent decades, autoethnography has gained greater acceptance within the 

sociological and anthropological communities (Reed-Danahay, 1997; Coffey, 1999; 

Sparkes, 2000; Ellis & Bochner, 2000; Alien Collinson & Hockey, 2004). Focussing
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upon the dialectics of subjectivity and culture, autoethnography generally entails the 

detailed, analytic examination of the experiences of the researcher qua member of a 

social group or category, for example as an Olympic rower (Tsang, 2000), or in this 

particular case, as a distance runner (Alien Collinson & Hockey, 2001; Alien Collinson, 

2003a). Word limit constraints preclude a full description of the autoethnographic 

approach employed, but details can be found in papers 10 and 11.

With regard to the substantive focus of these two papers, responses to sporting injury 

have been researched from a variety of sociological perspectives, for example in 

relation to socialisation processes (Curry, 1993), specific sports cultures (Krane et al, 

1997, Howe, 2001), the influence of social networks (Nixon, 1992), and the gender 

dimension (Young & White, 1995). The vast majority of research in this area takes as 

its subject elite, young (under 30), male athletes and, in relation to injured athletes, 

those who are unable to regain their former athletic status (eg Sparkes, 1998). The 

dearth of research on the sporting identities of amateur, non-elite sportspeople, 

particularly women, has been noted (Pike & Maguire, 2003: 233). Given that amateur 

sportspeople constitute the vast majority of sports participants, it was considered 

important to begin to address this lacuna, in particular from a phenomenological 

perspective. The originality of the research lies in several vectors: a) the use of the 

autoethnographic approach to examine the experience of sporting injury and 

rehabilitation; b) the focus upon non-elite, middle-aged athletes, and c) the analysis of 

a successful transition from the injured sporting body to the rehabilitated state. The 

two papers will now be considered; these focus upon the role of narrative and of 

temporality respectively.

Subsequent to the 'narrative turn' in the social sciences in general (Mishler, 1991), 

recent years have also witnessed the emergence of a literature within the sociology of 

sport which examines narratives of the sporting body, including the injured sporting
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body. The importance of narrative activity in the construction of identity has been 

emphasized by many writers, including those who argue that narrative and self are 

inseparable, narrative being born out of experience and simultaneously shaping 

experience (Ochs & Capps, 1996). Narratives combine the wider social context with 

the personal (Coffey & Atkinson, 1996), as personal stories are closely linked to the 

cultural and subcultural resources upon which their authors draw, in this case the 

subculture of distance runners.

In his review of the literature on body narratives, Sparkes (1999) signals a set of 

issues for future research, including the need to uncover the conditions which shape 

whether an injured athlete is able to reconstruct a positive identity. This question was 

of particular salience for the joint autoethnographic study, and Paper 10 examines the 

impact of (running) career-threatening injury upon the identities of two middle/long 

distance runners via an analysis of the narratives generated by the co- 

researchers/participants. The paper aims to be innovative in its examination of the 

role played by narrative in enabling athletes to make sense phenomenologically of 

injured body-selves and to maintain positive running identities in the face of threat to 

the running self. The roles of narrative exchange, 'co-telling' and intersubjectivity were 

found to be crucial in the rehabilitative process.

The injured and rehabilitative states bear many of the hallmarks of liminality, a concept 

originally defined by van Gennep (1960), and subsequently elaborated by Turner 

(1969), in relation to rites de passage involving a move from a secular to a sacred 

condition or vice versa. This produces a transitional or liminal situation; an 

uncomfortable,, ambiguous, uncertain state wherein a person is caught in time (and 

often space) between a previous status and a new status yet to be attained. As Brock 

& Kleiber (1994) perceptively note, the injured athlete, no longer in her/his accustomed 

role, is subject to this ambiguous, undefined and sometimes corporeally invisible

18



condition, described as a 'reverse transition' from a sacred to a profane state. This 'fall 

from grace' gives rise to an array of emotions as athletes struggle to come to terms 

with the injured state, and to suffer the mortification of their former 'gloried' athletic 

selves (Adler & Adler, 1989). The ways in which the author and her co-researcher 

sought to maintain their sporting identities under the onslaught of injury are portrayed 

in both papers within this theme, and Paper 11 examines one particular dimension of 

the injury and rehabilitation process: the temporal.

The temporal dimensions of sporting 'injury time' (in its widest sense) are largely 

absent from the literature, as indeed are analytical problems of space and time in 

general within the sociology of sport (Metoudi, 1994). At first consideration, this 

appears a curious lacuna, given the centrality of time within most sports, and what 

Eichberg has termed 'the hegemonic race-and-stop-watch model' (Bale & Philo, 1998: 

153). On further reflection, this absence is perhaps less surprising, for there continues 

to be a propensity for social time to remain unproblematised, construed as a neutral 

medium within which events simply take place (Adam, 2000). As a consequence, 

there is much research to be done on the social construction of time in general 

(Yakura, 2001), and particularly on the phenomenology of time within sporting activity.

Enforced injury time, in terms of a relatively extended period during which 

sportspeople, whether professional or amateur, are unable to pursue their chosen 

activity, can have a highly deleterious impact upon sporting identity and consequently 

upon identity more generally. For amateur athletes, the threat to sporting identity is 

particularly intense when the physical activity concerned constitutes 'serious leisure' 

(Stebbins, 2001), and the sporting role holds great 'identity salience' (Stryker, 1987) 

for the participants. The eleventh paper (Alien Collinson, 2003a) seeks to address the 

identified gap in the research literature, by developing the phenomenological analysis
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of running injury and its impact upon running identity, but placing the emphasis 

squarely upon the temporal dimensions of experience.

For the purposes of the paper, four categories of time are analysed: linear, cyclical, 

inner (duree) and biographical, and the theoretical formulations of each of these 

constructs is examined in relation to the sporting injury experience. For example, 

during the rehabilitative process perceptions of time were found to span the various 

dimensions of extending, contracting and normal time (or slowing, speeding and 

steady time in members' categorisation). These conceptions of time approximate the 

theoretical formulation of Flaherty (1999), who uses the terms 'protracted duration', 

'temporal compression' and 'synchronicity' respectively, to illustrate the above 

continuum. In addition to developing the sociological analyses of time, it was 

envisaged that the findings might also provide useful insights for sports 

physiotherapists and other health-care practitioners so that they could take into 

account the importance of the subjective temporal dimension when planning treatment 

regimes for injured sportspeople.

5 Summary and future directions

As noted, much of the research included in this submission has explored and analysed 

the mundane practices and routines of quotidian occupational and serious-leisure 

worlds within previously under-researched areas. The papers exposed and uncovered 

some of the 'unmarked' (Brekhus, 1998: 36) elements of various social life-worlds and 

their impact upon the identities of participants. Whilst the research literature has 

undoubtedly expanded in relation to some of the earlier research, particularly on social 

science doctoral students, research on other occupational groups within academia to- 

date remains underdeveloped. Future research might profitably therefore examine in 

further detail and on different dimensions the occupational subcultures and
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experiences of these groups, and in this vein a qualitative study of the occupational 

identities of graduate university administrators is currently in train.

As indicated in section 1.3 above, the forms of 'self and 'identity' which appear in 

much of the research work included are inspired mainly by work within the symbolic 

interactionist tradition. Questions of identity still preoccupy many within the 

sociological community and work in this area continues to flourish (eg, Callero, 2003; 

Munro, 2004). Given word limit, here is not the space within this overview to address 

the complexities of current debates. It is clear, however, that my earlier research 

would have profited from the insights of recent work on identity and the self, for 

example in portraying in a more sophisticated manner some of the structural elements 

of and constraints upon identity construction (Howard, 2000: 371). Perhaps more 

appropriately, given my subsequent work on sporting bodies, it would have been 

useful to extend the analysis of occupational groups to include different kinds of 

habitus (Bourdieu, 1990), including the time-habitus (Metoudi, 1994) and body habitus 

(Harvey & Sparks, 1991), giving greater acknowledgement to the need to '(admit) the 

body and embodied social experiences into theory' (Simmonds, 1999: 60). In an 

analogous vein, Budgeon's (2003) theorisation of identity as an 'embodied event' and 

McDowell's (1995) analysis of the links between identity and the body in the 

workplace, provide new perspectives on identity, and particularly on gender 

performances including those in the workplace. These offer exciting possibilities for 

future work on identities.

Analogously, phenomenological insights have also provided useful keys to the 

analysis of the 'lived' body, the 'leib' in Husserl's (1970) terms, particularly the 

sporting and the injured body. In my current and future research I seek to deploy a 

combination of feminist and phenomenological approaches to the study of the 

female sporting body, using data from both autoethnographic and more traditional
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ethnographic accounts. As Margaret Somerville (2004: 50) has noted, there is still a 

need to write in greater detail about the corporeal body and 'to bring the lived body 

into a discursive relation with contemporary theoretical formulations of the body'. 

Her exploration of 'methodological and theoretical gestures' (2004: 52) to 

accomplish this in relation to contemporary feminist theory has provided very recent 

inspiration to forthcoming work, specifically on phenomenological accounts of 

women distance-runners. In addition, the analysis of time within the sociology of 

sport remains a remarkably under-developed and under-theorised area of study, 

and as Adam (2000) notes, there continues to be a propensity for social time to be 

unproblematised within sociology in general. As a consequence, there remains a 

need for further research on the subjective experience of time within sports. 

Munro's (2004: 293) notion of the 'punctualization' of identity, where each specified 

identity is 'revealed' in response to the 'demand' of others at specific times, also 

provides new and thought-provoking angles on self and identity. In combining two 

personal sociological interests, the sociology of time and of self and identity, his 

work also provides a stimulus to my future research.
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Capturing Contracts: informal activity among contract 
researchers

JACQUELYN ALLEN-COLLINSON & JOHN HOCKEY, Department of Professional 
Education, Cheltenham & Gloucester College of Higher Education, UK

ABSTRACT Contract researchers constitute an expanding occupational group in UK higher education 
and contribute significantly to national research output. Despite recent concern and debates over their 
marginal status and inferior conditions of employment, little is known about the actual complexities of 
contract researchers' working lives. Draiving upon qualitative interviews, an attempt is made to remedy 
tliis lacuna, by portraying certain kinds of occupational knowledge and practices utilised by social science 
contract researchers. Tlie paper focuses on the understandings and strategies which are developed and 
refined as researchers attempt to sustain employment in a highly insecure realm. What is portrayed is not 
the technical expertise required for this /and of research, but rather the knowledge, acumen and action 
which are more informal, tacit and indeterminate. This paper examines the cognitive and interactional 
processes which need to be developed and combined with technical expertise, if employment is to be 
maintained in such a competitive and insecure field.

Introduction

There has been a developing trend over the past two decades for an increasing 
proportion of those involved in the academic labour of higher education to be employed 
on non-standard contracts, including those of a fixed-term and part-time nature. In the 
UK, over a third of routine academic work is now carried out by such staff (Ainley, 
1994), and this is proving to be an international phenomenon. As Kogan el al. (1994, 
p. 53) have noted, this casualisation has been driven by universities releasing themselves 
of much responsibility for continuity of employment, and making savings in employer 
contributions such as pensions and insurance. This move towards a more flexible and 
cheaper workforce is largely a response to governmental resource restrictions and the 
need to cope with increased student numbers (Kogan el al., 1994).

The growth of temporary and part-time teaching contracts has been documented in 
the UK (Committee of Vice Chancellors and Principals (CVCP), 1991; National 
Association of Teachers in Further and Higher Education (NATFHE), 1993; Cutler et al., 
] 997), Canada (Baker, 1985; Rajagopal & Farr, 1989, 1992; Lundy & Warmc, 1990), the
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US (Pearson, 1988; Leslie et al, 1982) and Australia (Over & Sherwood, 1994). 
Moreover, as universities have increasingly attempted to generate other income from 
external grants and contracts (Kogan et al., 1994), there has been a steady increase in the 
numbers of researchers employed on fixed-term contracts, and it is this group which 
constitutes the subject of this paper.

Again, there is evidence to suggest that this growth in contract research is an 
international trend, with increasing numbers of temporary researchers in the western 
industrialised states (Smith, 1991; Atkinson, 1992; Association of University Teachers 
(AUT), 1993; Kogan et al., 1994; Barlow, 1995; Slaughter & Leslie, 1997). In the UK, 
numbers have been growing since the 1970s (Norris et al., 1992), and currently there are 
over 35,000 of these researchers across all academic disciplines. In 1995-96, nearly 4000 
academic staff in the social sciences were on fixed-term contracts which included a 
research clement, and 2400 of these undertook research only (Higher Education Statistics 
Agency, 1995-96). Moreover, there are indications that the occupational structure of 
contract research reflects wider social disparities, with women under- 
represented at senior research grades and over-represented at more junior levels (Court 
et al., 1996, p. 25).

This state of affairs has generated debate concerning the inequalities suffered by 
fixed-term staff when compared to those academics employed on permanent contracts. 
It is also widely considered to be an inefficient system for training and maintaining a 
skilled research workforce (Salter, 1983; Rees, 1985; CVCP/AUT, 1990; Hart, 1991; 
New Scientist, 1991; NATFHE, n.d.; Norris et al., 1992; Ransom, 1992: AUT, 1995; 
Research Fortnight, 1995). Inferior salaries, lack of security of employment, little if any 
career development, and inadequate (even total lack of) pension provision make it 
difficult for most researchers to tolerate their status for a lengthy period. It is also highly 
wasteful for the higher education system as a whole when skilled and talented researchers 
relinquish posts or are forced to leave (Pettigrew, 1994). The debate has led the UK 
CVCP, in conjunction with the UK research councils and others, to formulate a Concordat 
on Contract Researcher Staff Career Atenagement (CVCP 1996). The purpose of the concordat 
is to provide a framework of conduct to ensure the more equitable institutional treatment 
of contract researchers. The degree to which institutional policy will be influenced in 
practice by the concordat remains to be seen and will be monitored by a group entitled 
the Research Careers Initiative.

Despite this recent attention, the research literature on contract researchers is not 
extensive. A certain amount of material touches on the management of contract 
researchers (Roth, 1966; Platt, 1976; Bell, 1977; Crawshaw, 1985; Wakcford, 1985; 
Nespor, 1989; Horan, 1990; Etzkowitz, 1992; Porter, 1994; Burgess, 1994). Other 
material considers more directly contract researchers' occupational lives. The great 
majority of this latter material is based on surveys, and charts the terms and conditions 
of contract researchers' labour (Social Science Research Council, 1975; Over. 1984; 
Varlaam, 1987, 1988; AUT, n.d., 1990; Norris, 1991; Bryson & Tulle-Winton, 1994; 
Youngman, 1994; NATFHE, 1995; Court et al., 1996). Complementing this quantitative 
data is a much more limited amount of qualitative data, consisting largely of accounts 
by individuals depicting their personal experiences (Scott & Porter, 1983, 1984; Porter, 
1984; Scott, 1984; Brown, 1994; Newbury, 1995; Pole, 1995; Pirrie, 1997). In addition, 
there exists a study of the contract researchers employed on a single project in education 
(Stronach & Macdonald, 1991). In summary, contract researchers 'represent a highly 
vulnerable and growing pool of expertise' (Pettigrew, 1994, p. 48), and yet little is known 
about the complexities of their occupational lives (Brown, 1994).
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TABLE 1. Profiles of contract researchers studied, JV= 61

Gender Female Male

No. of researchers
Age of researcher 

No. of researchers
Qualifications

No. of researchers
Grade/Title

No. of researchers
Experience of CR 

No. of researchers

37
20-30 

17
First degree

52
Research
Assistant

14
1-3 years 

25

24
31-40 

18
Master's

20
Research
Associate

12
4-6 years 

16

41-50 
20

Doctorate

15
Research

Fellow

30'

> 6 years 
20

50 + 
6

Professional/ 
other

21
Senior

Research
Fellow

4

a Plus one currently unemployed Research Fellow.

The Research

With die aim of filling this lacuna, research on the experiences of contract research staff 
was carried out in 1994-95, involving interviews with 61 social science [1] contract 
researchers, 59 of whom were employed at 11 UK universities, one was currently 
unemployed, and one, with considerable experience within the UK, was employed at an 
overseas university. The interviews were in-depth, semi-structured, tape-recorded, and 
were designed to gather data on various social relationships, such as those with peers, 
with research managers or directors, and with research sponsors. In addition, data were 
obtained on contract researchers' motives, aspirations, coping strategies, learning pro 
cesses, and conceptions of identity. Those interviewed ranged from novice research 
assistants on their first contract, to senior research fellows with over a decade of 
experience. The interviews also spanned researchers who were on relatively long-term 
contracts (3 years) to those who were employed on a day to day, even hourly, rate. The 
interviewing at 11 different sites covered researchers employed in traditional academic 
departments («= 10) and those employed in specialist research centres (n= 10). Infor 
mation relating to the profiles and contexts of researchers is given in Table I. The 
research was designed to include researchers working in a range of contexts under a 
variety of conditions, with the objective of capturing as wide a spectrum of experience 
as possible. The data contained in this paper emanate from those interviews.

Occupational Knowledge and Practice

There is sociological literature on occupations which embraces the socialization processes 
particular to forms of work as diverse as hairdressing (Geer, 1972). accountancy (Coffey, 
1993), journalism (Parry, 1990), medicine (Atkinson, 1981), the military (Hockey, 1986), 
prison officers (Carter, 1994) and teaching (Atkinson & Delamont, 1985). In contrast, as 
Delamont et d. (1994) indicate, little is known about the reproduction of academic 
occupational culture, and there is a need for further inquiry in this area. Moreover, what 
research there is on higher education has concentrated upon students and teaching staff, 
with little attention paid to other occupational cultures present in the sector (Delamont, 
1996), including that of contract researchers. The research on occupational socialisation 
has largely focused upon the social processes involved (with peers, instructors/teachers,



500 J. Alkn-Collinson &J. Hoclzy

employers), and to a lesser extent upon the acquisition of knowledge (Delamont & 
Atkinson, 1995, pp. 85-101).

Occupational knowledge and practice are of two principle kinds: formal and informal. 
The former is normally laid down (often in great detail) in institutional rules, regulations, 
training programmes, syllabi and the like. In contrast, informal knowledge and practice 
are usually acquired 'on the job' as individuals gain experience in their work. Some 
elements are learnt from managers and peers, whilst other aspects remain tacit, private 
or, as some have termed it, 'indeterminate' (Polanyi, 1983; Gerholm, 1990; Delamont & 
Atkinson, 1995). 'Indeterminacy' has been denned as the 'elements of occupational 
competence and practice that are dependent on tacit knowledge. They are not suscep 
tible to codification and representation as explicit rules or recipes' (Delamont & Atkinson, 
1995, p. 96). Despite the unofficial nature of such knowledge and practice, they are often 
crucial for die successful completion of occupational tasks. Such knowledge, the concrete 
practices of particular kinds of work, together with attitudes towards, and definitions of 
them, constitute what Bourdieu (1990. pp. 52-58) has called the liabitus: an assembly of 
perceptions, dispositions, definitions, habitual understandings and actions, which inter 
relate, and are specific to particular collectivities such as classes or occupational groups. 
The purpose of this paper is to depict a part of the habitus of UK contract researchers, 
illustrating some of die aforementioned elements and the factors which sustain them.

A Realm of Insecurity

Interviews widi researchers revealed the dominant theme of their working lives to be that 
of coming to terms with a condition of insecure and unpredictable employment. This was 
die most prevalent concern which pervaded their occupational, and on occasion 
domestic, existence. Overall, this insecurity formed a continuum: at its most extreme end 
were individual researchers who existed on a part-time hourly rate, often not knowing 
how many hours they would work from week to week, and on occasion from day to day. 
At the opposite, and relatively secure end of the spectrum, were those who were funded 
by research councils or major charities for an extended period such as 3 years.

In between these poles lay different degrees of insecurity, with researchers working 
part-time and full-time for a variety of contract periods. There were researchers who had 
experienced a whole series of insecure conditions in a single university, whilst others had 
an occupational profile which included a succession of moves around the university 
system. Amongst the interviewees were a handful of researchers who had experienced 
periods where they held up to three part-time research jobs simultaneously at different 
institutions. Several researchers were actually working dual part-time contracts at 
geographically distant institutions. This kind of composite employment often involved 
research work devoted to separate tasks (interviewing, survey analysis, observation, etc.) 
on different projects, often on unrelated topics; a graphic indication of the fragmentation 
and casualisation of research labour. Moreover, having to forego a salary increase, or 
even to accept a decrease, in order to secure the next post, were not uncommon 
experiences amongst those interviewed. This insecurity, transience and movement have 
resulted in contract researchers being variously described as 'academic gypsies' (Rees, 
1985) or 'the grape pickers of academia' (Salter, 1983).

It is interesting to note that the amount of anxiety generated by such structural 
insecurity tended to vary greatly, depending upon inter alia the biography and circum 
stances of individual researchers. Those researchers who were wholly dependent upon 
contracts for their livelihood not surprisingly articulated the highest level of concern.
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while the response of others who had alternative sources of income (usually a partner 
with a stable salary), was more qualified. In the latter group, the concerns were not 
primarily economic (although this always remained a consideration), but rather with 
retaining research-based employment; an area in which they felt they excelled and which 
they enjoyed.

We also discovered from the interviews that the shorter the contract, necessarily, the 
greater the focus on acquiring another one, and the sooner the process of securing the 
occupational future was initiated. Even contracts of a number of years' duration were no 
exception to this practice and it was common for researchers to describe their practice 
as: 'a year to settle in, a year to get the research underway, and a year to find another 
job'. Frequently, this was expressed by the phrase 'y°u are always looking over ycur 
shoulder', undoubtedly towards the spectre of unemployment. As Wolcott (1995, p. 53) 
aptly puts it: ' "soft money" researchers nervously anticipate a future in which they may 
be able neither to please their former patron nor to find a new one'. This pervading 
realm of insecurity forces contract researchers to make collective and individual 'situa- 
tional adjustments', which constitute 'the most appropriate and efficient ways of behav 
ing' (Decker, 1977, p. 282). In order to lessen the insecurity and unpredictability of their 
occupation, they learn the best ways of finding further employment, of obtaining another 
contract, of securing, albeit temporarily, their future. It is to this kind of knowledge we 
now turn.

Staying in the Game

This occupational knowledge has a distinctly entrepreneurial flavour, with its opera- 
tionalisation being variously described by researchers as 'drumming up business', 
'capturing contracts', 'academic hustling', and 'staying in the game'. This is perhaps not 
a surprising feature for a marginal group attempting to maintain its precarious position 
in an academic labour market which is itself becoming increasingly entrepreneurial 
(Breneman & Young, 1988; Ziman, 1991; Wood, 1992; Slaughter & Leslie, 1997). There 
are a number of ways for individuals to seek opportunities. The most obvious, perhaps, 
is seeking advertised research posts in the national press. This method, however, does 
have a number of drawbacks, for posts may be located in any area of the country, and 
concerned with topics or areas unrelated to previous research experience. Both factors 
present potential problems of mobility and suitability for the researcher. However, other 
methods of finding posts are available and require entrepreneurial activity initiated when 
researchers are in post, and endeavouring to remain within the same centre or 
department. In this context, being entrepreneurial includes securing funding for further 
research, or ensuring that one is selected to occupy a post for which funding has already 
been secured, or might be. This kind of activity, and the knowledge which underpins it, 
are not, of course, related to technical adequacy in the carrying out of research. 
Researchers realise that to maintain employment, such adequacy has to be assumed a 
priori:

The bottom line is you have to be able to do research, go out. get the data and 
come in on time. Otherwise you have trouble with sponsors and everyone gets 
worked up ... Well if the report is late, it can get a bit sticky under the armpits! 
Really contract research is about 'can do' people, there is no room for 
passengers. That's not to say you don't hire learners, after all that's what 
research assistants are, but the learning has to be fast ... how to run a survey,
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how to do the research methods stuff. You are not going to get rehired if you 
can't do that, and you are not going to get a decent reference either. (Senior 
Research Fellow, Research Centre)

Rather, it is other factors, additional to technical adequacy, which researchers perceive 
to make the difference, and which aid them in the process of securing more employment. 
These kinds of understandings and activities are manifest in two inter-linked contexts: (1) 
the 'home' department or centre in which the researcher is working, and (2) communi 
cation with sponsors of research.

On Home Ground

In any work setting, how one progresses is dependent upon a number of factors. There 
may be, at least superficially, the purely meritocratic feature of how well one accom 
plishes the job; in other words, one's technical capacity. However, there is also not just 
what one knows but who one knows and how one is known. This state of affairs is certainly 
evident in academia, as Wunsch (1993, p. 353) points out: 'scholarship on successful 
careers provides evidence that success often depends not only on hard work but on the 
ability to self-promote'. The interviews indicated that building continuity of employment 
within a particular department or centre demanded such a combination. There is an 
imperative to be proactive so as to safeguard the occupational future. This applied just 
as much to those who saw themselves continuing in contract research, as to those whose 
long-term aspiration was a more stable academic post. For the latter group, particular 
indicators of success in contract research (publications, acquisition of research funds, etc.) 
as well as experience of other academic tasks, such as lecturing, were additionally 
recognised as the required building blocks for a move towards what one researcher 
termed 'the academic comfort zone'. This requires sustained effort on the part of 
researchers; in effect, it is the political work (Collins, 1979; Slaughter & Leslie, 1997) 
necessary to maintain and extend one's position. Researchers initially have to recognise 
that such work needs to be done, and then to attend to its particularities, as the following 
accounts suggest:

There's a lot of diplomacy that has to happen that I don't really know about 
because I've not been here long enough to know how to play it. And generally 
speaking I feel like I'm quite a straight person and I would just rather say what 
I think, but you can't be like that because there are all these other things that 
you don't even know about that's going on ... So, you know, it's really difficult 
to know how to play things really, I just try to suss out what is going on. 
(Research Fellow, Department)

From very early on I suppose I was in a sense generating work or thinking 
about generating work, rather than saying there would be a job for me 
afterwards ... I don't want to slip back into being a research assistant, I want 
to be there, I want to be directing the work, that's the stage to get into. You 
have to look out very much for yourself ... because there are no career 
structures there are a lot of pitfalls ... I don't see myself as sitting around saying 
'has this institution or that institution got a job for me'. I see it as I have to 
generate work. (Research Associate, Research Centre)

The conditions within which this work occurs fluctuate. A small minority of researchers 
operated within departments in which they were the sole researcher, and had very little
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connection with other members of staff or the business of that department. In such 
contexts, they are sometimes located in marginal office space, occasionally geographically 
disconnected from their departmental centre. In effect, a couple of those interviewed 
possessed no office space, their research tasks being completed at home, in the field or 
in institutional libraries. In contrast, the great majority of researchers were based in 
centralised accommodation surrounded by peers, and were very much part of a more 
developed research culture. However, in both kinds of context, researchers need to be 
proactive in support of their continued employment. They, in effect, need to ensure their 
visibility to their immediate research directors, to other staff members who might possibly 
dispense research opportunities, and to peers with whom they can cooperate in further 
research. Learning the importance of visibility and learning how to be visible tends to be 
a variable process, and the interviews indicated that for some researchers, such an 
awareness develops gradually over time, over the duration of more than a single research 
contract. In particular, those researchers whose experiences were confined to operating 
solo in departments appeared to proceed along a more gradual learning curve than their 
peers in research centres. This awareness develops through personal experience and is 
aided by the informal transmission of insight from peers, so that researchers arrive at the 
realisation that die process of internal recruitment is influenced by factors additional to 
technical competence. The following observation was echoed frequently:

It's to do with the personal relationship between you and the two directors, but 
it also involves being part of the internal culture here, you know, and it's being 
part of that ... it's about being on the inside, that's how the recruitment works. 
It's very sort of almost like talent spotting. (Research Associate, Research Centre)

Perhaps the most obvious way of maintaining visibility is simply to maintain a presence 
at home-base, carefully ensuring that one is noticed. For social science contract 
researchers, this may be somewhat problematic, for their role normally involves gather 
ing data, often for extended periods, and on occasion quite distant from their institution. 
Periods of absence on fieldwork have the potential to harbour negative consequences in 
terms of integration into the informal culture of the department or centre, as one 
Research Fellow reflected:

Yes, I suppose I just see people to say hello, but a lot of the time I've been out 
on fieldwork and I've done some work from home. So in that sense I don't feel 
that integrated. In some ways I could have done more myself, I could have got 
more involved in seminars and stuff that is going on here. For example I don't 
go to staff meetings because in some ways I don't feel they are relevant to me 
... (Research Fellow, Department)

However, presence at the institution has inevitably to be balanced against, and negoti 
ated with, the demands of actually doing the job, completing the fieldwork, bringing in 
the data. Thus awareness develops that being visible brings potential advantages in the 
long term, but also needs to be considered in the context of the immediate demands of 
fieldwork. This awareness may take some time to develop to the point where individuals 
begin actually to change their practices:

With fieldwork there's always some degree of anxiety, no matter how experi 
enced you get ... Well you've got a sponsor and there's always a deadline, and 
you can't write the report until you get the data, so there's always some degree 
of pressure. Now I have never liked meetings and would much, prefer to be out 
in the field, but you get a lot of meetings at a centre like this ... to do with
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administration, planning meetings, finance meetings, and meetings about IT. 
So I used to avoid them on purpose until the penny dropped! ... Lots of things 
happen in meetings and they are public, so they are venues for you to show 
how competent you are, how committed you are, etc., etc. They are sort of 
theatres of opportunity and opportunities get offered out and if you are not 
there you miss out. (Research Fellow, Department)

These opportunities are linked to die context in which researchers are working and, in 
traditional academic departments, they tend to be more restricted than in large 
research centres. The kinds of opportunities on offer may include the usual academic 
activities such as: involvement in teaching, administration of in-house seminars/work- 
ships, attendance at conferences, hosting of visitors, in addition to membership of 
committees. Volunteering for these activities brings the researcher experience in 
spheres above and beyond the direct research process. In addition, active volunteering 
presents to those in positions of power die profile of a committed and enthusiastic 
colleague, someone whose commitment visibly extends beyond mere contractual 
obligations, who is prepared to help out and on many occasions to work in their own 
time:

What does usually happen is that you haven't finished by the time your project 
ends and so you're running over ... I mean, last year I ended up spending the 
whole summer and not paid any research money and writing a very big report, 
ha ... Well because the research time ended and then there was no more 
money available at that time. (Research Fellow, Department)

If something came in which was in our area which we should bid for, which 
we stood a chance for, it would be 'alright let's get a group of people 
together' and they will spend a good deal of time over two to three days 
putting the research proposal together. But I have to say also that ... to do 
those kind of things comes from my own time. So I do the stuff in the 
evenings, at the weekends if there's a proposal that needs to be done, 
typically what happens is that you do it whenever you can. I would then 
spend perhaps in an evening, an hour or more on the telephone with ___ 
(research director), talking through it, and on the basis of that I would then 
rewrite or amend the proposal and throw it in and hope for the best. (Research 
Fellow, Research Centre]

This kind of visibility helps establish, for the individual, a reputation as a committed 
researcher and hopefully brings the benefit of further offers of employment. This may 
come in the form of being the 'named' researcher on a funding proposal, or being 
encouraged to apply for a research post (accompanied by the unofficial indication that 
one is the favoured candidate), or being presented offers of more interim work until a 
larger project materialises. It may even extend to the relative luxury of bridging funds 
between contracts, although this was apparently a rare occurrence according to inter 
viewees. Moreover, the more visible and committed the researcher is perceived to be, the 
better her/his general treatment. As we have indicated, contract research is very much 
a continuum in terms of conditions and the differing nature of the work itself. Thus, 
being 'plugged into' research projects to undertake small amounts of interviewing or data 
coding, is a very different proposition from being the researcher hired to work 
single-handed on a major long-term project; different in terms of material security, status 
and intellectual stimulation. The more experienced researchers were well aware of this
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hierarchy of treatment, and die following comment, from a Research Fellow with almost 
a decade of experience, was typical:

I get jobs here because I'm known and I finish. I finish the work, I'm reliable 
blah blah, so I get contract after contract ... I've been treated quite well, I 
think, for a contract researcher in a sense, but they never try and give me 
rubbish, they always try and get me the best jobs. But on the other hand my 
use is seen really very much as a contract researcher. (Research Fellow, Department)

Once the researcher is established in the above sense, the accomplishments of her/his 
work can lead to relative occupational stability, which in turn breeds confidence that one 
will probably manage to secure some form of contract in the future. The following 
quotation is illustrative of this relative confidence:

Well for the B_ project she was the director for that. Just as L_ had done, 
she approached me one day and said: 'Look,' (the agency actually asked her 
to run the project) 'they've asked me', she broadly told me what it would be 
about and, 'would you be interested in working on this?'. I said, 'Yes, I would, 
very much so', and that's all I did expressed an interest. 'Are you familiar 
with the R_ project?' again it was L_ who asked me if I would be interested 
and I said, 'Yes, I would,' and it happened. (Research Fellow, Department)

Peers and Protection

While it is imperative that researchers maintain high visibility of their competence to 
managers  with the direct power to hire them, they also acquire knowledge about the 
important role peers play in 'staying in the game'. The availability of this particular peer 
resource was largely determined by the researcher's location (the number of our 
researchers in the location at the time of interview is given in parentheses; one researcher 
was unemployed at the time):

(1) academic departments which only occasionally hired researchers, usually one or two 
at a time (five departments; 11 researchers);

(2) academic departments which normally had several researchers on a range of 
contracts of differing degrees of security (five departments; 17 researchers);

(3) research centres which normally had larger numbers of researchers on different kinds 
of contracts (10 centres; 32 researchers in this category).

In locations of the first type, this kind of peer support and the resultant shared knowledge 
were absent. Even when researchers were hired, there was often little overlap between their 
contracts, which precluded the development of peer support. In contrast, within both the 
other types of context, there were enough researchers to form a critical mass, and 
individuals learned to recognise the value of peer aid, as they strove to protect themselves 
from unemployment. While there was occasional evidence of competition between re 
searchers for work, interestingly, there was far more evidence of mutual aid. Indeed, 
supportive and helpful relations were revealed as the prevailing pattern of behaviour.

On one level, this aid is directed towards the technicalities of doing research: research 
design, how to gather, collate and analyse data, and, subsequently, how to draft research 
reports and other publications. Peer aid and support in the technicalities of research 
constitutes an important resource, especially given that many of those interviewed had 
received no research methods training during their formal education. This was due to the 
diverse routes via which individuals entered contract research labour; for example, via
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social work or legal work. Other researchers had originally worked as secretaries on 
research projects, or been hired initially for their technical capacity in areas such as 
computing. For these individuals, research is very much learnt 'on the job' with the help 
of more experienced peers.

On another level, and possibly more important, is a realisation that the help of peers 
is crucial, not just in doing research but in acquiring further contracts. At locations with 
a critical mass of researchers, the interviews revealed that individuals plied their research 
trade via. a series of interlocking peer circles. On occasion, projects would be worked on 
solo, but often work would be effected in teams, constituted according to factors such as 
technical expertise, knowledge of subject, and availability. The following comments were 
typical of researchers working in a team context:

Another thing I didn't say before, the other thing about working here that I 
like, is die way that you can collaborate quite a lot on projects ... you can 
either share the good news or commiserate together, and I think that another 
good thing about being here is that you have got that opportunity to 
collaborate and there's room for that and people are OK about doing that, 
there isn't any of it's you only, whatever, or any real competitiveness. (Research 
Associate, Research Centre)
I'm sure in other departments it would be completely different, but it's a very 
supportive atmosphere here and we seem to help each other out, you know, if 
there's work opportunities and somebody says: 'Oh so and so's got work, or how 
about that or how about ringing so and so'. So there's a feeling that we're all in 
together and we're all sort of helping each other out. (Research Assistant, Department}

At locations where there is a considerable amount of research activity, with numerous 
researchers at various points in their contracts, and on contracts with differing levels of 
security, knowledge of research opportunities constitutes a valued resource. This knowl 
edge usually circulates freely between peers, and concerns pieces of work which sponsors 
may need imminently or in the future. Mutual aid consists of not only imparting this 
information, but also, for example: inviting peers to collaborate on projects one has 
devised; agreeing to collaborate on other colleagues' projects (even if this is not 
immediately convenient); or nominating peers to sponsors for research one is unable to 
undertake oneself. These kinds of 'gifts' (Mauss, 1967) of work are not generally major 
projects, but usually smaller projects or perhaps specific activities on a project (data 
analysis, interviewing, etc). Via this mutual aid, researchers are able to tide themselves 
over until greater contractual opportunities arise. This was particularly so in certain of 
the large research centres visited, where part of the contractual obligation was for each 
researcher to raise a certain amount of external funding. These personal 'income targets' 
make awareness of such gifts, their giving and their circulator)' pattern, even more 
important for occupational survival. The following comment: is illustrative of gift-giving 
practices in a large research centre:

And also here it's the kind of place ... a lot of consultancies are going on, so 
a lot of things have to happen fairly quickly at times, so there's a need for any 
sort of part-time staff or short-term people who can help out on all sorts of 
projects. And there were chances coming up ... as I said the kind of place it 
is, a lot of the time someone is short of a person who could do two months 
work. I was working for the city council which was a month full-time for me, 
when they (research sponsor) asked somebody else on the staff here if they 
could work on a project, and the person they phoned said 'I can't do it but
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there might be a person who can,' so they turned to me so it was mainly 
because people here came to you saying 'Well, are you willing to work two 
months on a project?' (Research Assistant, Research Centre}

A further kind of understanding which researchers develop and which impacts upon the 
patterns of peer support, concerns knowledge of colleagues' competence. The interviews 
revealed that staying in contract research is a pressurised business. We use the word 
'business' firstly, because many of the those interviewed conceptualised their activities as 
such, and secondly, as previously indicated, entrepreneurial activity is usually required if 
employment is to be sustained. The great majority of contract researchers have deadlines 
imposed by research funders, -which makes it a pressurised activity right from inception. 
In addition, most respondents revealed that it was common practice to be involved in 
multiple projects simultaneously, often up to three at one time. It needs to be kept in 
mind that in social science at least, the majority of this contract research activity is not 
at the 'luxury end' of the spectrum, on large projects funded by research councils, but 
rather on small-scale investigations sponsored, for example, by local authorities, govern 
ment agencies, charities and the like. The entrepreneurial work of sustaining employ 
ment must be pursued on top of the actual research activity, and the interview data 
certainly depicted a recurrent theme of coping with pressure.

In such a context, it becomes imperative for researchers to acquire knowledge of the 
peers with whom they are going to collaborate in applying for research funding, and 
undertaking research itself. For there is little room for error or failure in contract 
research, whether in the timely completion of research reports, or in the securing of 
funding and consequent employment. Hence, with whom one is collaborating constitutes 
an important factor for individual researchers, and it is crucial to be assured of 
colleagues' occupational competencies:

Well what you learn is who to do research with and who not to! ... You learn 
it from hard experience, like working with people who can't really write, or 
miss deadlines, or they are not too good with funders in terms of communicat 
ing ... I suppose the other way you learn is coffee bar or corridor talk, 'he's 
having trouble', 'she's had to repeat the pilot', that sort of thing. It's not always 
the people you think will have trouble like new research assistants. I've seen 
people with PhDs struggle under the pressure, as most of the time it's not like 
academic research, it's more immediate, narrower, and you need to be able to 
do that sort of business. If you have any choice you try and avoid people who 
you feel cannot manage, because the time scale on projects is normally tight 
and if there are problems you will end up baling the project out. (Research 
Fellow, Research Centre)

bviously, such knowledge normally grows with experience in contract research gener-
y, and with time spent in a specific centre or department. On occasion, individuals
ve no choice about with whom they work on projects, as factors such as availability
colleagues and research directors' instructions preclude this. However, on occasions
ere some choice is available, the above kind of knowledge informs collaborative
ivity. Analysis of the data revealed that individuals who were not selected as likely
laborators were not necessarily excluded from other aspects of the gift-giving process;
example, the provision of information about opportunities for work elsewhere. This
erosity was rationalised with phrases such as: 'we've all got a mortage', 'we all need
k', and 'we're all in the same boat'. Moreover, respondents were keen to point out

such definitions of competence were not necessarily fixed, as it was readily
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recognised that individuals required time to become skilled at contract research. 
Therefore, evaluations of competence and decisions to collaborate with peers inevitably 
did change over time. Understandably, the greatest degree of latitude in this evaluative 
activity was afforded to novices, while experienced colleagues who were still judged not 
to be up to par were given less licence, as suggested by this comment from a Senior 
Research Fellow:

And you know, there's a lot it sounds a back biting thing to say, and I don't 
think I'm a malicious person but there are a lot of people who put themselves 
about, who don't necessarily have enormous competence in this area, but they 
make themselves known, they make themselves visible, and they are around 
when they are needed. (Senior Research Fellow, Department)

In locations with a critical mass of researchers, peer aid constitutes a valuable resource, 
making various kinds of gifts available to the individual researcher: information, collab 
oration, nomination. The giving and receiving of such gifts helps to secure the material 
future, and, thus, reinforces the value and meaning of the practice to researchers 
(Bourdieu, 1977). Gift exchange has both economic and symbolic dimensions which 
reinforce each other, helping to establish and sustain solidarity in the face of insecurity.

Networking Niceties

Just as indeterminate knowledge informs interaction with peers and research directors 
within the home institution, this knowledge also influences relationships with funding 
bodies. These agencies are of course crucial, for they usually directly fund researchers' 
salaries. As is the case widiin their internal institutional environment, researchers learn 
that 'invisibility' pays no dividends in attempting to secure monies from external sources. 
Research funding is usually acquired via a bidding process which is supposed, theoreti 
cally, to be meritocratic. Competition for funding is particularly intense in the UK social 
science community, as the amount of overall funding, when compared to natural 
sciences, is minimal (Economic and Social Research Council, 1996). Hence, researchers 
learn to supplement the formal application procedure with other activities which they 
describe as 'networking'. The basis of networking is the projection of a highly visible 
competence in research activity to likely sources of patronage. Researchers realised that 
invisibility was highly detrimental and might well result in unemployment. Despite the 
harsh economic reality underlying networking, for many individuals, it was not an easy 
or unproblematic process, and the following comment reflects a commonly experienced 
initial reluctance to engage in this practice:

At first I found that very hard, I didn't like that at all. I was quite happy to 
sit in here and wait for someone to ring me up and say 'would you like to do 
some work?', but going out ... I had to do quite a lot of soul searching 'is this 
really me' do I want to ring up and say 'hello this is B___ from ___' you 
know, I found that very difficult; it's got easier, a lot easier. (Research Fellow, 
Research Centre)

One potentially fertile field for networking is the circuit of national and international 
conferences pertinent to the area or discipline in which researchers are active. So, 
researchers present papers not purely for scholarly purposes but also to render visible 
their competence and activity to other delegates, some of whom will be potential funders. 
When interviewed, the respondents frequently described such work as 'selling'; selling 
their ideas, their theories, their expertise, and their ability to research the area.
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Researchers also become well aware that merely attending a conference is not sufficient; 
their visibility must be high enough to ensure that potential funders register their 
presence. This was articulated via comments such as 'make sure you say something', 'just 
making sure they know I'm there', and 'making your name and face known'. The 
nuances of this practice of visibility are usually initially learnt within the researcher's 
home institution and subsequently refined and extended to external venues such as 
conferences, sometimes under the tutelage of more experienced researchers. Other 
venues for promotional activity may become available depending upon the resources of 
the researcher's own institution. Revenue-generating events such as courses and work 
shops also provide opportunities for displaying expertise:

Yes I think the present tilings have all come from contacts I've made. We put 
on workshops for people, quite a few things, that people have met us at 
workshops, talked about what we are doing and when they've got some 
evaluation, given us a ring. People I've met on courses I have taught on have 
got in touch with me about work. Just people you meet at conferences and 
things like that you've got to put yourself about a bit, be nice to people ha 
ha its horrible isn't it-- but that docs seem to be how it happens, it's who you 
know really. (Research Fellow, Department)

Once initial contact is made with funders, there are grounds for building a relationship 
which researchers fervently hope will positively influence their future applications for 
funding. Such relationships are usually developed incremcntally by increasing the level 
of interaction, engaging in the discourse of funding possibilities, and forming links with 
key individuals with specific responsibilities for research funding. The following practices 
were common amongst more experienced researchers:

Well the other way we get money is through funding bodies ... And we will 
ring them up and say, 'I've got a good idea, what do you think, what shall we 

. do, when arc your committees meeting?' ... We're aware of what their interests 
are, when they might be ready for some more research, we're out there in the 
market place thrashing it out, yes ... We're interested in networks and things. 
I mean, there's a lot of ringing people up and saying. 'What's happening?', but 
again its a reciprocal thing, people ring up and you know in any field, 
especially when they're specialised, there are only certain key people and we 
know them. We know nearly all of them. And so we get to hear about things 
and then what people are interested in and then you know what policy 
decisions have been made. It takes a long time to get to that stage, but that's 
what it's been like for the last two or three years, very much going to public 
meetings, people asking you to speak at conferences' and things, just chatting 
to people ... they're not traditional researcher skills, no. (Senior Research Fellow, 
Research Centre)

In a sense, the function of this kind of relationship is intelligence gathering, the accruing 
of information concerning policy development, research direction, and possibilities for 
future funding. By such means, researchers keep funding contacts informed of their 
competence, float potential projects, and gauge possibilities. Acquiring knowledge of the 
sponsor, and being known by them, potentially increases the success rate of bids. The 
following comment typifies the practices of the more experienced researchers inter 
viewed:

Yes, I hustle more than write a proposal in a sense. You realise what your
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experiences are. I very rarely, very rarely invent a proposal cold and then find 
the funder, I will go the other way around. I put in for what the funder wants, 
or I try to, I do the work and make contacts all the time. I will spend a lot of 
time getting the networking going so the funders are going to know me, rather 
than feel cold. I really haven't had too much success going in cold, but I've had 
lots of success with funders who I've made myself known to. (Senior Research 
Fellow, Research Centre)

Networking practices involve considerable strategic activity on the part of contract 
researchers: accruing information about funders' intentions, formulating proposals to fit 
these intentions, signposting future areas for investigation, and maintaining a high 
profile. In addition, of course, research contracts have to be seen to be effected 
competently, for without an acknowledgement by funders of such competence, the 
networking niceties depicted are liable to be of no avail.

Discussion

The knowledge we have portrayed and the practices it underpins are important resources 
which researchers use in an attempt to sustain employment in a competitive and 
marginal occupation. This combination of knowledge and practice is deployed in three 
arenas:

(1) within the general orbit of die home centre or department;
(2) within what may be termed the subculture (Gcrholm, 1990);
(3) in the external terrain of relations with research funders.

How quickly and comprehensively researchers learn these aspects of their trade is 
dependent upon a number of contingent factors. Firstly, the interviews indicated that 
such learning is more partial and slower where there is no critical mass of peers, and few 
research-active permanent staff. The absence of a cohort or subculture of peers deprives 
the novice or inexperienced researcher of a valuable resource of occupational under 
standings. When there is a similar absence or paucity of permanent staff involved in 
research, again the possibilities of knowledge transmission decrease. The interviews 
revealed a trend for new researchers, who worked solo in small academic departments 
with no real track record of sustained project funding, to complete their contract and 
leave, having acquired relatively little knowledge of the contract research world. In 
contrast, there was evidence to illustrate that when experienced researchers found 
themselves in a similar context, their previous knowledge and skills immediately helped 
them to develop possibilities for further employment. These experienced researchers 
were well aware that their occupational interests were best served by employment in 
major research centres, rather than in small departments without a track record of 
research funding. Unfortunately, however, the vagaries of the employment market often 
preclude such choice.

Secondly, there were inevitably biographical differences between researchers, some 
being much more receptive to the importance of issues such as visibility, collegiality, and 
networking. Thus, some researchers were more aware of the 'cues', or pointers towards 
the significance of unofficial activity (Eggleston & Delamont, 1983; Kleinmann, 1983; 
Miller & Parlett, 1976), which were tendered by peers, managers, and staff of research- 
funding organisations. As a result, their learning curve was somewhat steeper than that 
of less 'cue aware' collegues. It would, of course, be possible to investigate the reasons
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for such differences in perception, by inquiring in much greater detail into our 
respondents' biographies, albeit with what we suspect might be diminishing sociological 
returns. Yet, what the interviews did reveal was some correspondence between 'cue 
awareness' and the researcher's economic situation. Certainly for some of the researchers 
interviewed, the urgency of securing another contract was greater than for their peers. 
The most common rationale was that the researcher was the sole economic provider for 
herself/himself, and on many occasions, for dependants. In contrast, other researchers 
were in a less pressurised economic position, usually having a partner with a stable 
income to support their household. Unsurprisingly, economic imperative acted as a great 
motivator to stimulate the development of cue awareness.

The research revealed an absence of formal learning amongst those interviewed, 
during their career as contract researchers. None of the departments or centres of which 
the researchers had experience ran formal training programmes on the craft of research. 
Any formal knowledge these researchers had acquired consisted primarily of research 
methods courses at undergraduate level. However, some had not even been exposed to 
this level of training. For example, there were individuals who entered research via 
secretarial or technician posts on a project, as well as those whose first degrees contained 
no research-method training whatsoever. Moreover, learning about how to do research 
is not the same as doing research; nor is doing research necessarily the same as doing 
contract research, where researchers are ultimately responsible to a sponsor or client. 
Interviewees' knowledge of how to do contract research was overwhelmingly of an 
informal nature and learnt by practice. Almost a quarter of those interviewed possessed 
i doctorate, and had acquired knowledge of research processes as postgraduate students, 
:>ut these individuals emphasised that they still had much to learn when taking on the 
 ole of contract researcher.

This paper has focused upon the acquisition of knowledge of an informal, 'indetermi-
iate' and, on occasion, private nature (famous & Peloille, 1970; Atkinson el ai, 1977;
ukinson & Delamont, 1990), usually gleaned via personal experience. Some of this
nowledge remains entirely tacit, constituting personal rules of thumb for undertaking
ie tasks at hand. Other elements of this knowledge are more public and circulate
(formally between peers. How much knowledge and which elements are transmitted
:tween researchers is dependent upon factors such as the particular combination of
dividuals present at any particular time, and the location in which they work. As
 eviously depicted, the operational conditions of doing contract research can vary
dely, particularly between large research centres and smaller units. The same kinds of
owledge may remain tacit or private in one context, while in others there will be a
?re collective awareness of them. This is not to say that such knowledge is formally
changed between researchers in any regulated or codified fashion. Rather, it tends to
assimilated incrementally and experientially, and consequent action is improvised as

: day to day routines of contract research work unfold.
Much of the sort of knowledge and derivative activities portrayed here have some 
;ree of congruity with other occupations, such as selling (Prus, 1989) or even 
istitution (Heyl, 1979)! Those who occupy these occupational roles depend to a large 
cnton their presentation of self (Goffmari, 1959) to convince their clients or audiences 
>uy services; contract research is no exception. As a baseline, in order to be successful, 
:archers have of course to complete research contracts on time and deliver a product 
ch meets sponsors' expectations, but perhaps less obviously, they also need to 
3mplish the kind of additional 'work' depicted in order to gain contracts, renew them 
maintain relationships with research funders. Within their own particular centre or
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department, researchers also need to project and sustain a competent and highly visible 
research self to those who are in a position to rehire diem. As noted by one of our 
respondents, such competencies are not centred on traditional research skills, taught on 
method courses, but are very much learnt on the job, often through hard experience. 

What has been portrayed are certain kinds of knowledge which fuel particular kinds 
of practices, which in turn are used to help improve employability and sustain employ 
ment in a competitive and insecure academic occupation. This pragmatic activity then 
constitutes part of the habitus (Bourdieu, 1990) of social science contract researchers. 
Despite attempts to improve the employment conditions and career prospects of contract 
researchers with the recent introduction of the Concordat on Contract Research Staff Career 
Management, signed inter alia by all the UK research councils, the Royal Society and the 
British Academy, there appears to be a real dearth of information concerning the 
complexities of contract researchers' occupational lives and work practices. There is a 
pressing need for such knowledge in order to inform national policy on the 'careers' of 
an occupational group which makes such a significant contribution to the research profile 
of universities and colleges, but which has traditionally been subject to such high degrees 
of insecurity of employment that the very idea of a 'career' may appear risible.

Conespondence: Department of Professional Education, Cheltenham & Gloucester College 
of Higher Education, Benton House, The Park Campus, Cheltenham GL50 2QF, UK. 
E-mail: jcollinson@chelt.ac.uk and jhockey@chelt.ac.uk

NOTES

[1] The researchers interviewed were working within the following social science fields: sociology, social legal 
sludics, social work and policy, politics, psychology, planning and education. Their individual intellectual 
backgrounds were even more diverse, also encompassing disciplines from the humanities and anthro 
pology. Many of the research centres visited operated within a multi-disciplinary framework.

REFERENCES

AlNLEY, P. (1994) Degrees of Difference: higher education in the 1990s (London, Lawrence & Wishart). 
ASSOCIATION OF UNIVERSITY TEACHERS (AUT) (1990) Goodwill Under Stress: morale in UK universities (London,

AUT). 
ASSOCIATION OF UNIVERSITY TEACHERS (AUT) (1993) Pan-Tone, Poor Deal a survey of part-time staff" in the

traditional universities (London, AUT).
ASSOCIATION OF UNIVERSITY TEACHERS (AUT) (1995) Commitment Betrayed (London, AUT). 
ASSOCIATION OF UNIVERSITY TEACHERS (AUT) (n.d.) Contract Researchers a profile (London, AUT). 
ATKINSON, H. (1992) Issues in funding research, in: T. G. Wi-iISTON & R. L. GEIGER (Eds) Research and Higher

Education (Buckingham, SRHE/Open University Press). 
ATKINSON, P.A. (1981) The Clinical Experience: the construction and reconstruction of medical reality (Farnborough,

Gowcr). 
ATKINSON, P.A. & DELAMONT, S. (1985) Teacher socialization: the research which lost its way, British Journal

of Sociology of Education, 6, pp. 307-322. 
ATKINSON, P.A. & DELAMONT, S. (1990) Professions and powerlcssncss: female marginality in the learned

occupations. Sociological Review, 38, pp. 91-110. 
ATKINSON, P., Rr.m, M. & SHELDRAKE, P. (1977) Medical mystique, Sociolog)' of Work and Ocai/iations, 6,

pp. 243-280.
BAKER, M. (1985) Teacher or scholar?, Societj-Sociele, 9, pp. 3-7. 
BARLOW, K. (1995) Higher education as a form of labour market reform, in: J. SMYTHE :'Ed.) Academic Work

(Buckingham, SRHE/Opcn University Press). 
BECKKR, H.S. (1977) Sociological Work method and substance (New Brunswick, KJ, Transaction Books).



Activity Among Contract Researchers 513

BELL, C. (1977) Reflections on the Banbury Rcstudy, in: C. BEI.I. & H. NEWBY (Eds) Doing Sociological Research
(London, Alien & Unwin).

BOURDIEU, P. (1977) Outline of a Theory of Practice (trans. R. Nice) (Cambridge, Cambridge University Press) 
BOURDIEU, P. (1990) The Logic of Practice (trans. R. Nice) (Stanford MA, Stanford University Press). 
BRENEMAN, D.W. & YOUNG, T. (1988) Academic Labour Markets & Careers (New York, Palmer). 
BROWN, A. (1994) Being a researcher, in: R. G. BURGESS (Ed.) Studies in Qualitative Methodology, Vol. 4 (London,

JAI Press).
BRYSON, C. & TULLE-WINTON, E. (1994) A Survey of Contract Research Staff in UK Universities (London, AUT).
BURGESS, R.G. (1994) Scholarship and sponsored research: contradiction, continuum or complementary

activity?, in: D. HALHN & B. TROYNA (Eds) Researching Education Polity: ethical and methodological issues (London,
Palmer Press).

CARTER, K. (1994) Prison officers and their survival strategics, in: A. COFFEY & P. ATKINSON (Eds) Occupational
Socialization and Working Lives (Aldcrshot, Avcbury). 

COFFEY, AJ. (1993) Double Entry: the professional and organizational socialization of graduate accountants,
unpublished Ph.D. Thesis (Cardiff, University of Wales). 

COLLINS, R. (1979) The Credential Society (New York, Academic Press).
COMMITTEE OF VICE CHANCELLORS AND PRINCIPAL (CVCP) ASSOCIATION OF UNIVERSITY TEACHERS (AUT) 

(1990) Recommendations on Codes of Practice for the Employment of Research Staff on Fixed term Contracts (London, 
CVCP). 

COMMITTEE OF VICE CHANCELLORS AND PRINCIPAL (CVCP) (1991) Equal Opportunities in Employment in
Universities (London, CVCP). 

COMMITTEE OF VICE CHANCELLORS AND PRINCIPALS (CVCP) (1996) A Concordat to Provide a Framework for the
Career Management of Contract Research Staff in Universities and Colleges (London, CVCP). 

COURT, G., RlCK.J., DENCH, S., LA VAI.LE, I. & MORALEEJ. (1996) Equal Opportunities in Social Science Research
Careers (Brighton, Institute for Employment Studies).

CRAWSHAW, B. (1985) Contract research, the university, and the academic, Higher Education, 14, pp. 665-682. 
CUTLER, T., JAMES, P. & WANE, 15. (1997) Atypical employment and the new universities: the case of pan-time

staff, Higher Education Review, 29, pp. 23-40. 
DEI.AMONT, S. (1996) Just like the novels? Researching the occupational culturc(s) of higher education, in: R.

CUTHIIERT (Ed.) Working in Higher Education (Buckingham, SRHE/Opcn University Press). 
DEI.AMONT, S. £ ATKINSON, P.A. (1995) Figliling Familiarity: essays on education and ethnography (Crcsskill, NJ,

Hampton Press).
DELAMO.NT, S., PARRY, O., ATKINSON, P. & HIKEN, A. (1994) Suspended between two stools: doctoral students 

in British higher education, in: A. COFFEY & P. ATKINSON (Eds) Occupational Socialization and Working Lives 
(Aldershot, Avcbury).

ECONOMIC AND SOCIAL RESEARCH COUNCIL (ESRC) (1996) Annual Report 1995/96 (Swindon, ESRC). 
ECGLESTO\,J.F. & DELAMONT, S. (1983) Supervision of the Students for Research Degrees (Kcndal. Cumbria, Dixon

Printing Company for the British Educational Research Association).
E'KKOVVITZ, H. (1992) Individual investigators and their research groups, Armenia, 30, pp. 28-50. 
GEEK, B. (Ed.) (1972) Learning to Work (Bcvcrly Hills, CA, Sage).
GERHOLM, T. (1990) On tacit knowledge in acadcmia, European Journal of Education, 25, pp. 263-271. 
GOFFMAN, E. (1959) Tlic Presentation of Self in Everyday Life (New York, Anchor). 
HART, A. (1991) Tlie changing profile of university staff, AUT Bulletin, October, pp. 4-5. 
HEY!, B. (1979) Tiie Madam as Entrepreneur: career management in house prostitution (New Brunswick, NJ. Transaction

Books).
HIGHER EDUCATION STATISTICS AGENCY (HESA) (1995-96) I-IESA Staff Record 1995/6 (Cheltenham, HESA). 
HOCKEY, J. (1986) Squaddies: portrait of a subculture (Exeter, Exeter University Press). 
HORAX, HJ. (1990) Some authority and publication problems for the social scientist working on large contract

research projects, Sociological Practice Reviews, 1, pp. 57-58. 
JAMOUS, H. & PELOILLE, B. (1970) Professions or self-perpetuating systems? in: J. A. JACKSON (Ed.) Professions

and Pnfcssimalization (Cambridge, Cambridge University Press). 
KI.HXMAN, S. (1983) Collective matters as individual concerns: peer culture among graduate students. Lirban

Life, 12, pp. 203-225. 
K.OGAN, M., MOSES, I. & El,KHA\VAS, E. (1994) Slajing Higher Education: meeting new challenges (London, Jessica

Kingsley). 
LESLIE, D.W., KEI.IAMS, S.E. & GUNNE, G.M. (1982) Part-Time Faculty in American Higlicr Education (New York,

Pracgcr).
LUNDY, K.L.P. & WARME, B. (1990) Gender and career trajectory: the case of part-time faculty, Studies in Higher 

Education, 15, pp. 207-222.



514 J. Alkn-Collinson &J. Hockey

MAUSS, M. (1967) The Gift: forms and functions of exchange in archaic societies (trans. I. Cunison) (New York, W.W.
Norton). 

MILLER, C.M.L. & PARLETT, M. (1976) Cue-consciousness, in M. HAMMERSLEY & P. Woons (Eds) The Process
of Schooling (London, Routlcdgc & Kcgan Paul). 

NATIONAL ASSOCIATION OF TEACHERS IN FURTHER AND HIGHER EDUCATION (NATFHE) (1993) Losing Out: a
study of part-time lecturers in new universities (London, NATFHE). 

NATIONAL ASSOCIATION OF TEACHERS IN FURTHER AND HIGHER EDUCATION (NATFHE) (1995) Research Staff in
the New Universities and Colleges of Higlier Education (London, NATFHE). 

NATIONAL ASSOCIATION OF TEACHERS IN FURTHER AND HIGHER EDUCATION (NATFHE) (n.d.) A .KATFHE
Response: career management of contract research staff in universities and colleges (London, NATFHE). 

NESPOR.J. (1989) Strategics of discourse and knowledge use in the practice of bureaucratic research, Human
Organization, 48, pp. 325-332.

MEW SCIENTIST (1991) Contract researchers out in the cold, vol. 131, p. 17. 
NEWBURY, D. (1995) A journey in research, from research assistant to Doctor of Philosophy, Journal of Graduate

Education, 2, pp. 53-59. 
NORRIS, N. (1991) A Sumy of the Terms and Conditions of Contract Research Workers in UK Universities (Norwich,

Centre for Applied Research in Education, UEA). 
NORRIS, N., DAVJES, R., PETTICREW, M. & KUSHNER, S. (1992) Research Careers in tlte Social Sciences. A Policy

Review Paper for the ESRC (Norwich, Centre for Applied Research in Education, UEA). 
OVER, R. (1984) Career prospects within British universities, Bulletin of tlu British Psychological Society, 37,

pp. 150-152. 
OVER, R. & SHERWOOD, C. (1994) Recruitment of men and women as academics by Australian universities,

Higlter Education, 27, pp. 341-357. 
PARRY, O. (1990) 'We don't contravene the Sex Discrimination Act': female students at journalism school,

Gender and Education, 2, pp. 3 16.
PEARSOX, W. (1988) The crisis in sociology and higher education, Sociological Spectrum, 8, pp. 101-116. 
PKTTJGTREW, M. (1994) Coming to terms with research: the contract business, in: D. HAU'lN & 1$. TROYNA

(Eds) Researching Education Polity: elJiical and methodological issues (London, Falmcr Press). 
PlRRIE, A. (1997) The new game: professional foul or own goal?, British Educational Research Journal, 23,

pp. 565-574.
Pl-ATT.J. (1976) Realities of Social Research: an empirical study of British sociologists (London, Chatio and Windus). 
POLANYI, M. (1983) Personal Knowledge (London, Routlcdgc). 
Poi.E,CJ. (1995) Don't shoot the messenger: a study in the politics and control of funded research, Evaluation

and Research in Education, 9, pp. 135-148. 
PORTER, M. (1994) Second-hand ethnography. Some problems in analyzing a feminist project, in: A. BRYMAN

& R. G. BURGESS (Eds) Analyzing Qualitative Data (London, Routlcdgc). 
PORTER, M.A. (1984) The modification of method in researching postgraduate education, in: R. G. BURGESS

(Ed.) Tlte Research Process in Educational Sellings (Lcwcs, Falmer Press).
PRUS, R. (1989) Maldng Sales: influence as interpersonal accomplishment (Newbury Park, CA, Sage). 
RAJAGOPAL, I. & FARR, W. (1989) The political economy of part-time academic work in Canada, Higher

Education, 18, pp. 267-285. 
RAJAGOI'AI, I. & FARR, W. (1992) Hidden academics: the part-time faculty in Canada, Higher Education, 24,

pp. 317-331. 
RANSOM, S. (1992) Tin Management and Organisation of Educational Research, Report to the Economic and Social

Research Council Educational Research Working Group (Swindon, ESRC). 
RF.ES, T. (1985) Control and Funding of Research in British Universities: the effects on contract research staff (Cardiff,

University of Wales, Social Research Unit).
RESEAKCII FORTMCHT (1995) Testing the terms of the contract, vol. 1, February, p. 14. 
ROTHj. (1966) Hired hand research, American Sociologist, 1, pp. 190-196. 
SALTER, B. (1983) Contract research: universities and the knowledge market, Higher Education Review, 15,

pp. 7-29. 
SCOTT, S. (1984) The personable and the powerful: gender and status in sociological research, in: C. BF.I.I. &

H. ROIIERTS (Eds) Social Researching (London, Routlcdgc & Kcgan Paul). 
SCOTT, S. & PORTER, M.A. (1983) On the bottom rung: a discussion of women's work in sociology. Women's

Studies International Forum, 6, pp. 211-221. 
SCOTT, S. & PORTER, M.A. (1984) The double marginalisalion of women in research, in: S. ACKER & D.

WARREK-PIPER (Eds) Is Higher Education Fair lo Women? (Guildford, SRHE/NFER-Nclson). 
SMUOMTF.R, S. & LESLIE. L. (1997) Academic Capitalism: politics, policies, and the entrepreneurial university (Baltimore,

Johns Hopkins University Press).



Activity Among Contract Researchers 515

SMITH, R.B. (1991) Patterns of a Lost Generation: adaptations of PhD's to restricted academic opportunities,
Amaiaai Sociologist, 22, pp. 85-108. 

SOCIAL SCIENCE RESEARCH COUNCIL (SSRC) (1975) Summary of Findings of Two Surveys Conducted for tin Careers
Research Exploratory Panel (London, SSRCf). 

STRONACH, I. & MACDONALD, B. (1991) Faces and Futures: an inouvy into the jobs, lines and careers of educational
researchers in an ESRC Jniliatwe (Norwich, Centre for Applied Research in Education, UEA). 

VARLAAM, C. (1987) Contract Researchers in the Universities A study for the Advisory Board of the Research
Councils (Brighton, Institute of Manpower Studies). 

VARLAAM, C. (1988) Contract Researchers: the human resource MS Report No 163 (Brighton, Institute of Manpower
Studies). 

WAKEFORDj. (1985) A director's dilemma, in: R. G. BURGESS (Ed.) Field Methods in llie Study of Education (Lewes,
Falmcr Press).

WOLCOTT, H.F. (1995) The Art ofFieUwork (London, Sage). 
WOOD, F.Q. (1992) The commercialisation of university research in Australia: issues and problems, Comparative

Education, 28, pp. 293-313. 
WUNSCH, M.A. (1993) Mcntoring probationary women academics: a pilot programme for career development,

Studies in Higher Education, 18, pp. 349-362. 
YOUNGMAN, M. (1994) Career experiences of contract researchers in education, Research Papers in Education, 9,

pp. 369-410. 
ZlMAN.J. (1991) Academic science as a system of markets, Higher Education Quarterly, 45, pp. 4-1-61.



Alien Collinson, J (2000), Social Science Contract Researchers in Higher Education: 
perceptions of craft knowledge, Work, Employment & Society, 14 (1), 159-171



tibrk, Employment & Society, Vol. 14, No. 1, pp. 159-171 March 2000

NOTES AND ISSUES
Social Science Contract Researchers in Higher 
Education: Perceptions of Craft Knowledge

Jacquelyn Alien Collinson

The past two decades have witnessed a trend towards the use of fixed- 
term and part-time contracts in higher education in the UK, where over a 
third of routine academic work is now carried out by staff on fixed-term 
contracts (Ainley 1994). As Kogan et al. (1994: 53) have noted, this 
increased casualisation of academic labour has been driven by the need for 
universities and colleges to reduce labour costs. The move towards a more 
'flexible' and cheaper workforce is largely a response to governmental 
resource restrictions and the need to cope with increased student numbers 
(Kogan et al. 1994). In order to cope with financial pressures, universities 
have increasingly sought to diversify their funding and become more 
entrepreneurial in attracting income from sources other than the govern 
ment (Wasser 1990; Ziman 1991). External research grants and contracts 
play an increasingly important role in the finances of many institutions, 
with a concomitant rise in the number of researchers employed on fixed- 
term contracts.

In the UK, numbers have been growing since the 1970s (Norris et al. 
1992), with currently over 35,000 of these researchers across all academic 
disciplines. In 1995/96, nearly 4,000 academic staff in the social sciences 
were on fixed-term contracts, which included a research element, and 
2,400 of these were employed exclusively on research (HESA 1995/96). 
Moreover, there are indications that the occupational structure of contract 
research reflects wider social disparities, with women under-represented at 
senior research grades and over-represented at junior levels (Court et al. 
1996: 25).

Despite increasing numbers of contract researchers, their importance 
for the research profile of universities and colleges and the publication of a 
concordat on their career management (CVCP 1996), relatively little 
research has been published on the occupational lives of this marginalised 
group. Knowledge generally centres upon the inequalities suffered by 
fixed-term staff in comparison to academics employed on 'permanent' 
contracts. Poor salaries, reduced holidays and sickness benefits, lack of 
security, little if any career development, and inadequate pension provision

Jacquelyn Alien Collinson is a Research Associate in the Faculty of Education 
and Social Sciences, Cheltenham and Gloucester College of Higher Education.
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are some of the factors which make it difficult for most researchers to 
tolerate their marginalised status for the duration of a 'career' in aca- 
demia. It is considered an inefficient system for training and maintaining a 
skilled research workforce (NATFHE n.d; Norris et al. 1992; Ransom 
1992; AUT 1995) when so many well-qualified, trained researchers are 
driven to leave research at a relatively early age due to lack of economic 
security. Additionally, it is also highly wasteful for the higher education 
system when the employment of skilled and talented researchers is so frag 
mented (Pettigrew 1994), and the quality of research output is negatively 
affected by researchers' worries about job security (NATFHE 1995).

Contract researchers represent a 'growing pool of expertise' (Pettigrew 
1994: 48), and yet little is known about the intricacies and complexities of 
their occupational lives (Brown 1994). As Delamont et al. (1994) have 
observed, knowledge about the reproduction of academic occupational 
culture is sparse, and has concentrated upon teaching staff, paying scant 
attention to other occupational cultures within die higher education sector 
(Delamont 1996).

The Research

With the aim of beginning to fill this lacuna, a pilot study of the 
experiences of contract research staff was initiated in 1994-5', involving 
interviews with 61 social science contract researchers, 59 employed at 11 
United Kingdom universities, one currently unemployed, and one, with 
considerable experience within the UK, employed at an overseas univer 
sity. The profile of the researchers studied is given in Table 1.

Initially, judgment sampling (Burgess 1984), sometimes termed criteria 
sampling (Creswell 1998), was employed to select a group of 61 contract 
researchers who were widely variable in terms of:

(i) age (21 to 53); 
(ii) experience (novice research assistants on their first contract to

senior research fellows with over a decade of experience); and 
(iii) contract type (covering contracts of 3 years or more, to those 

based on a daily or hourly contract).

Snowball sampling (Creswell 1998) supplemented the initial trawl so 
that eventually 11 UK university sites were selected. The sample covered 
traditional academic social science departments (n=10) and specialist 
research centres (n=10), in the fields of sociology, socio-legal studies, 
social work and policy, politics, psychology, planning and education. 
Researchers' intellectual backgrounds also included social anthropology 
and the humanities. The objective was to capture a wide spectrum of con 
tract research experience within the time and resource constaints of the 

study.
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Table 1 Basic profile of contract researchers studied, N=61
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Gender 
Numbers

Age of researcher 
Numbers

Qualifications held 
Numbers

Grade/Title 
Numbers

Experience of CR 
Numbers

Female 
37

20-30 
17

First degree 
52

Research 
Assistant 

14

1-3 years 
25

Male 
24

31-40 
18

Master's 
20

Research 
Associate 

12

4-6 vears 
16

41-50 
20

Doctorate 
15

Research 
Fellow 

30*

>6 years 
20

50 + 
6

Professional/other 
21

Senior 
Research Fellow 

4

* plus one currently unemployed Research Fellow.

Interviews were in-depth, semi-structured and tape recorded. Details of 
names and places have been changed in the following excerpts from 
transcripts to protect the identity of interviewees. A classic methodological 
problem with interview-based research is the reliability of self-reporting, 
in that respondents do not always do or say what they say they do. The 
analysis was therefore based upon the accounts or narratives (Cortazzi 
1993) which contract researchers presented. Due to resource constraints, 
it was not possible to engage in participant observation in order to com 
pare researchers' accounts with their actions or across contexts (Delamont 
et al. 1998: 158). In such circumstances, as Gilbert and Abell (1983: 2-3) 
point out, 'accounts are all we have to work with and shaky inferences to 
what is/was really going on should be dispensed with, as a pointless 
metaphysical exercise'.

The purpose of the pilot project was not to generate statistical 
generalisations, but to explore the complexities of contract researchers' 
working practices and their subjective experiences of contract work. In 
common with much qualitative research, extrapolation from the data relies 
on 'the validity of the analysis rather than the representativeness of the 
events' (Mitchell 1983: 190) and no attempt has been made to claim 
representativeness of the sample or generalisability of the findings to the 
general population of contract researchers. However, the group studied 
was extensive enough to reveal significant similarities and differences in 

experiences.
This paper focuses upon the researchers' perceptions and under 

standings of the knowledge and skills they acquired via contract research.
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Firstly, the nature of these occupational competencies and the context 
within which they are acquired will briefly be portrayed. Second, the 
differing entry routes and amounts of academic capital (Bourdieu 1988) 
researchers possessed will be examined. Third, links will be suggested 
between the possession of academic capital and the meanings researchers 
attributed to the knowledge and skills they acquired.

Occupational Competencies Under Pressure

Amongst the researchers studied, technical knowledge was operationalised 
in the form of skills such as designing research, data collection, data 
analysis and the presentation of findings. As none of the departments or 
centres in the study provided formal research training programmes, the 
researchers generally acquired technical knowledge informally 'on the 
job'. Other informal or 'tacit' knowledge (Gerholm 1990; Allen-Collinson 
and Hockey 1998) was used with the aim of continuing employment in an 
insecure occupational realm. For example, researchers learned how to 
'hustle' for research funds in order to prolong their employment (Allen- 
Collinson and Hockey 1998).

The application of this combination of formal and informal knowledge 
constitutes the contract researcher's craft, developed and refined within an 
environment often characterised by sustained pressure. The nature of 
most social science contract research forces researchers to work to tight 
deadlines. The completion of a timely and adequate report is, understand 
ably, a pervading concern, firstly in order to meet the requirements of the 
sponsor, and secondly, but no less importantly, with an eye to continuing 
their employment. Failure to produce competent output may well result in 
damage to the researcher's own reputation and also to institutional relation 
ships with sponsors.

Interviews revealed that pressure was endemic within the contract 
research milieu. At the 'luxury' end of the contract research spectrum, 
were those contracts funded by bodies such as research councils for three 
years or longer, with provision for salary increments, pension contri 
butions and other benefits. In contrast, the majority of contracts are 
of shorter duration and less secure. Amongst interviewees, it was not 
unusual practice to be paid on a part-time hourly rate, without advance 
knowledge of the number of hours required, in some instances from day 
to day. Several researchers were employed simultaneously on research 
projects at different universities. There were numerous instances of 
researchers being assigned relatively major responsibilities at the novice 
stage (usually research assistant) of their career. The craft knowledge and 
skills of contract research are then often developed 'on the job' in a highly 
pressurised and insecure context.
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Routes to Research and Academic Capital

Of significance to the process of acquiring research expertise is the specific 
occupational entry route. The majority of the interviewees possessed 
degrees in social science disciplines. A substantial proportion had profes 
sional qualifications in areas related to applied research, such as educa 
tion, law and social work. A small number had entered social science 
research subsequent to a first degree outside social science, whilst a 
smaller number had entered research via what might be termed 'unortho 
dox' routes. Thus, 3 (5 per cent) of the researchers (all women) had 
originally commenced work on a project in a secretarial capacity and then 
transferred to the role of researcher for a variety of reasons, including staff 
shortages, combined with a recognition of their research skills. On 
occasion staff had occupied dual roles (secretary and researcher) for a 
limited duration. In a similar vein, 2 male researchers (3 per cent) had 
started as technicians, servicing research projects in computing or quasi- 
experimental areas of study, and had incrementally taken on more 
research-specific functions, before achieving full researcher status.

Consonant with the different routes of entry were differing amounts 
and kinds of academic capital (Bourdieu 1988). Those without higher 
education qualifications often had little understanding of the research 
process prior to their practical involvement in research projects. 
Researchers with qualifications outside of social science did bring with 
them an armoury of theoretical and conceptual disciplinary knowledge. 
Consequently, the learning of social science equivalents, whilst demand 
ing, was not a completely unfamiliar cognitive process. What was un 
familiar and demanding was the acquisition of knowledge and skills under 
pressure. This also applied in part to researchers whose formal education 
was of a professional or practitioner orientation, where there was little 
evidence of prior acquistion of research knowledge or skills.

Finally, there were what might be termed traditionally trained 
researchers with degree(s) in social science, and a spectrum of research 
experiences, ranging from undergraduate research projects to original 
doctoral research. These researchers brought to contract work the depth 
and breadth of knowledge attained through disciplinary socialisation. For 
this group, contract research involved learning how to undertake a 
particular kind of research, one which was relatively constrained and 
pressurised compared to their previous experiences.

Skill, Upskill and Deskill

Different entry routes, amounts and kinds of academic capital and the 
individual's 'career trajectory' (Hodkinson and Sparkes 1997) influenced 
the meanings ascribed by researchers to the skills and knowledge they 
developed via contract research. 'Career trajectory' may however be a
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problematic concept, specifically in relation to contract researchers, as 
it implies a degree of determinism about choices made and a certain 
predictability concerning the pathways embarked upon (Hodkinson and 
Sparkes 1997). It became apparent from the interviews that the element 
of predictability in terms of the immediate future, let alone a distant 
'career' pathway, is often sadly lacking in contract researchers' occupa 
tional lives.

For those who entered the occupation possessing no higher education 
qualifications and for whom a career or job in academia had not been 
considered a possibility, taking on the researcher role and developing 
research craft were viewed as positive steps on the career path:

I got myself a place on a community programme, manpower services scheme. It 
was funded for long-term unemployed people and we were doing data 
preparation for the University of ... We were just running the computers and 
running statistics, and because I had got this statistics 'A' level there were some 
areas where I was very useful to the health researchers . . . That (contract 
research) started as a part-time job (Research Associate, academic 
department).

The ability to manage the interactional, technical and analytical dimen 
sions of research was perceived very much as a process of becoming 
skilled, an upgrading of their capacities in a direction not previously 
envisaged. Moreover, they perceived positively the attainment of com 
petency in an activity normally reserved for individuals with higher 
education qualifications who then became denned as equals, colleagues 
and peers. For these 'unorthodox' entrants to contract research, craft 
acquisition was strongly connected with a bolstered occupational self- 
image (Becker 1977). This was perceived as a move up the organisational 
hierarchy usually from 'assistant' or 'support' staff status, despite the 
insecure and marginal position of contract researchers in that hierarchy. 
Possessing no prior knowledge of the research process, nor a disciplinary 
conceptual or theoretical armoury, the learning curve for such researchers 
was often very steep, whilst the transition to contract researcher was 
extremely positive in meaning.

Interviewees with professional or occupational experience in areas such 
as education, social work or law brought a combination of practitioner 
experience and theoretical knowledge to die new research domain. One of 
the principal motives for entering and tolerating such a marginal status, 
with its attendant insecurities, was articulated as the desire to promote 
social and political change in areas such as schooling, housing, criminal 
justice, and so on. This was linked to conceptions of occupational self 
which valorised a concern for social justice. Contract research was 
perceived as an opportunity - practically and positively - to influence the 
fields in which these researchers had originally trained, and offered a 
vehicle for engagement with specific policies and practices identified as in
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need of improvement or transformation. One Research Fellow (academic 
department) emphasised the importance of being able to influence 
practitioners:

I'm a specialist in helping practitionerSj that's how I see myself . . . You really 
feel here you are making a difference, that people (practitioners) actually do 
listen to what you say.

These researchers viewed their research as an instrument of change (c.f. 
Carr and Kemis 1986; Whyte 1991). As a result, the acquistion of the 
research craft which empowered them to promote such change was 
regarded as a valuable addition to the array of practitioner, professional 
knowledge and skills they possessed a priori, and therefore a process of 
upskilling.

In contrast, the group of researchers from the humanities and social 
sciences, who constituted the majority of the sample, tended to articulate 
rather more ambivalence towards the development of contract research 
craft. A strong influencing factor was the degree to which they adhered to 
their former intellectual and disciplinary identity. A number of immediate 
practical problems detrimentally affected disciplinary identification. Inter 
viewees indicated that pressures to meet deadlines were often intense, and 
that production of a research report for the sponsor held top priority. This 
pressurised context usually precluded an allowance of time to concep 
tualise or theorise from the data using disciplinary resources, as one 
researcher lamented:

What you find is that most research funders will not pay you to do things that 
they are not directly interested in. So what they do is calculate the time for the 
job . . . and that's what they pay for ... As I said, it was a bit of a shock me 
thinking I was going to be able to use the theories I had just spent four years 
learning how to use, and then finding there was no time to do that on the 
project (Research Fellow, research centre).

No time was usually 'budgeted in' for such intellectual activity, because 
the vast majority of sponsors had no interest in what might be termed 
more academic or theoretical output. In addition, economic necessity 
often meant that researchers had to pursue a new contract well before the 
end of the current project. Where some time could be extracted from a 
project, there was an overwhelming consensus that this time should be 
devoted to drafting proposals for funding, in order to secure employment. 
The understandable fixation with economic survival and the need to sell 
one's skills were noted by all those interviewed, for example:

In a sense, agencies don't pay me to write chapters in books or articles, they pay 
for the report. So, in order for me to keep working I've got to get more money 
from another agency ... So in some respects my first interest is not data to 
write academic articles. I almost run as a business basically . . . my first priority 
is to provide people with what they want (Research Fellow, academic 
department).
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Inevitably this reduced the likelihood of academic research output. A 
further factor was the extent to which the original project research design 
permitted the generation of publishable academic material. Initial con 
tractual arrangements with sponsors rarely included an allowance for this 
kind of output. With the major exception of the Economic and Social 
Research Council (ESRC) grants which encourage dissemination in this 
way, the obligations and temporal limits of most research contracts 
generally precluded the production of academic output:

If you manage to get an ESRC grant that's the luxury end of die market. In a 
way it's as near as you are going to get to academic research, because they are 
interested in that kind of output, and the people who referee your funding 
applications are expecting you to situate your research theoretically and 
conceptually. You know yourself that with the rest of it, the vast majority of 
sponsors have no interest in that kind of material, so their original project 
specifications exclude it (Research Fellow, research centre).

Researchers articulated different levels of expectation in relation to 
using disciplinary knowledge. In general, the less cognate the background 
was to social science, the less the expectation that disciplinary knowledge 
would be utilised. Inevitably, perhaps, the lower the expectations, the less 
the disappointment experienced by researchers who were unable to make 
direct use of disciplinary knowledge. Of more immediate concern to this 
group was the development of competence in the complexities of their 
new craft, and this was perceived positively, as a process of becoming 
skilled.

A similar perception was held by researchers with social science back 
grounds. These individuals were still required to learn new aspects of the 
research process relevant to the domain of contract research. Differences 
in perception were discernible within this group and interviews revealed 
a correspondence between the intensity and duration of disciplinary 
socialisation (Delamont et al. 1997a; 1997b) and the degree of dis 
appointment articulated, so that those with first degrees exhibited less 
frustration than those with master's degrees or doctorates. Although all 
social science interviewees perceived the learning of contract research 
craft as a process of shilling, those with more advanced disciplinary 
socialisation also perceived a simultaneous deskilling. On the one hand, 
researchers were developing and refining the methodological tools of their 
craft, whilst on the other hand they perceived their stock of disciplinary 
conceptual and theoretical devices to be subject to gradual erosion over 
time:

Interviewer. So what's happened to psychology?

Interviewee: Well it's gone to sleep I think! The reason he (research director) 
hired me in the first place was because I came from psychology and he wanted 
somebody who had a psychology approach to talk to people ... I was very
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interested in that, but I dropped that altogether. I've even blanked it out, 
because I can't remember much about it at all now, although I knew so much, I 
really was on top of that, and it's just gone (Research Fellow, academic 
department).

For individuals with a prolonged disciplinary socialisation and expecta 
tions of a career in a particular subject area, the attenuation of theoretical 
knowledge was a difficult and painful process involving loss of hard won 
intellectual resources, and also a certain loss of intellectual identity and of 
self-confidence.

In terms of occupation, right now I'm a contract researcher; intellectually 
somewhat ambiguous because I'm academically trained to do something com 
pletely different . . . Well, now I feel sad about it ... sometimes you think to 
yourself, 'I should have applied for the jobs I see teaching' . . . which I wouldn't 
apply for now because I don't feel confident enough . . . Intellectually, being in 
contract research does mess you about (Research Fellow, research centre).

Data revealed that individuals who had so far managed to evade the 
process of disciplinary deskilling were those whose careers displayed parti 
cular characteristics. The majority of those who had been employed at the 
grade of Research Fellow or Senior Research Fellow for a number of years 
had managed to develop sufficient expertise and control over their labour 
process to generate for themselves time for academic writing and 
publishing.

Another factor which helped researchers achieve academic output was 
sustained employment in a single centre where the management 
encouraged academic output and efforts were made to schedule in some 
opportunities for publishing. It was evident that researchers' control over 
their labour process was dependent upon the development of a high 
degree of craft competence which subsequently enabled them to remain in 
jobs where academic output was possible. However, as others have noted 
in the context of careers, happenstance or serendipity were also important 
factors (Miller 1983; Hodkinson and Sparkes 1997).

For the majority interviewed, opportunities for academic output were 
rare. Perhaps the most oft-repeated response from all researchers, when 
questioned about their work practices, was their manifest concern at the 
lack of time available across all research activities. The highly pressurised 
nature of contract research was emphasised by many, including this 
Research Fellow (research centre):

Ideally it would all be nicely planned and we'd all be getting ESRC money for 
nice long-term bits of work . . . but in actual fact what we are doing is 
constantly reacting to tenders, for pieces of work that are not often what I 
would call research at all, rather a lot of it is consultancy, and they (sponsors) 
come in with ridiculous time scales . . . and it's so competitive . . . And then 
there's all the pressures that everybody longs to turn their work into academic 
publications, which is very difficult when you're talking repeated short 
tendering and completion for local authority work.



168 JACQUELYN ALLEN COLLINSON

A further influence upon perceptions of occupational self operated 
irrespective of entry route to contract research. The conditions of contract 
research commonly produce a pattern of employment where researchers 
are obliged to work on a series of unrelated projects in a variety of subject 
areas. This fragmented employment pattern almost inevitably results in 
the gradual diminution of any real claim to a specific area of expertise. 
Experienced researchers were well aware of the pitfalls of this trend, which 
was viewed with trepidation as a dangerously deskilling process, both by 
those forced into such diversity of work and by those whose career paths 
thus far had avoided it. The sheer wastefulness and frustration of 
fragmented employment and resultant deskilling are captured in the 
comments of a Research Fellow (academic department):

I started to apply for research jobs in other places, although I was already 
beginning to feel I couldn't face too much more dislocation . . . It's destructive 
in that you build up a certain amount of expertise in your area, then you chuck 
it and it goes down the tube. It seems really wasteful that you should have to do 
that. You build up the expertise, you do the reading, you get to know what's 
involved in the area, then that turns to dust, and you're on to the next project 
. . . whatever that is ... In effect you're deskilled every time you move jobs . . . 
you really feel that every time you start off, you're sort of demoted again to 
somebody who is really to do the ground work. And it's the constant, sort of. 
being brought down to somebody who knows nothing about what they're 
doing; it's very demoralising.

Despite the negative consequences of such fragmented employment, 
interviewees also maintained that the diversity of jobs helped generate 
flexibility, craft competence and a high level of skill across a variety of 
research contexts. Yet they were keenly aware that the possession of a 
specialism was a significant factor in obtaining long-term employment 
within contract research, or more optimistically in transferring to a career 
in mainstream academia:

My research pedigree is a pig's ear ... in that I've got too many specialisms, I 
mean I've done too many things so nobody's going to believe that I'm a 
specialist in any of those things. I might know as much as any one person about 
an area, but I'm not going to be seen in that way. I'm going to be seen as 
somebody doing different things, somebody with multiple skills rather than 
somebody who is an expert in something particular (Research Fellow, research 
centre).

Conclusion

In conjunction with large numbers of fixed-term and 'casual' teaching 
staff (Cutler et al. 1997), contract researchers form part of a marginalised 
labour force whose work is nevertheless central to the work of higher 
education institutions. Although contract researchers constitute a rela 
tively homogeneous group in relation to certain structural features (such
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as inferior salaries, employment conditions and status), interview data 
identified significant differences in biographical features such as educa 
tional level, disciplinary identification, motives for entering contract 
research and occupational expectations. Analysis revealed a relationship 
between these features and researchers' perceptions of the knowledge and 
skills gained and lost whilst undertaking contract research work.

Many researchers considered themselves to have become deskilled in 
relation to their subject area, whilst simultaneously being upskilled in 
terms of the generic craft practices needed to complete contract research 
in a pressurised environment. Others evidenced frustration and a sense of 
deskilling at being forced to move between projects, with a resultant loss 
of subject expertise. In contrast, there were researchers who had entered 
the occupation with little academic capital or expectations of a career in 
academia and consequently viewed the accumulation of research craft 
knowledge and practice very positively as a skilling process.

This paper has portrayed some of the complexities of social science 
contract researchers' lives, encompassing the relationships between their 
routes to research, their possesson of academic capital and the meanings 
they attach to the skills and knowledge of their craft. Further analysis of 
the project data will, it is hoped, chart connections between these factors 
and levels of work performance in contract research.

The major managerial challenge facing higher education over the next 
decade and a half has been identified as the need 'to ensure that it can 
recruit, retain, and motivate staff (Keep and Sissons 1992: 67-68). 
There is now a pressing need for research on the complexities of contract 
researchers' occupational lives and everyday working practices in order to 
inform policy at both national and institutional level, if the higher 
education sector is seriously committed to retaining and motivating these 
staff, and to achieving a real improvement in their employment con 
ditions and marginalised position. Currently there is no evidence to 
suggest that any meaningful policies have been implemented in order to 
ameliorate the harsh reality of many contract researchers' working lives 
(Bryson 1999).
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Working at a marginal 'career': the case of 
UK social science contract researchers

Jacquelyn Alien Collinson

Abstract

Contract researchers constitute a significant occupational group within the UK 
higher education system, and the products of their labour are crucial to the research 
profile of the institutions in which they work and to the sector as a whole. Given 
the 'marginality' of the contract researcher role, with its attendant insecurities and 
inferior employment conditions in comparison with 'permanent' faculty, it is 
perhaps not surprising that relatively few individuals manage to sustain any conti 
nuity of employment resembling a career path. The fact that some researchers do 
succeed in achieving this is therefore worthy of investigation. This paper examines 
and charts some of the ways in which contract researchers manage their everyday 
work routines and construct a presentation of self in order to maximise opportu 
nities for 'staving in the game'."

Introduction

Within the wider economy, human capital and post-Fordist theories (Harvey, 
1989) concerning the contemporary world of work have been influential inter 
alia in the formulation of, and demand for a 'flexible 1 workforce (Barlow. 
1995). 'Flexibility', however, is a problematic concept and. as has been noted 
(see for example, Rubery and Grimshaw, 2003). flexibility along one dimen 
sion may produce rigidity and constraint on another, particularly for employ 
ees. Some employers have sought to maximise flexibility and reduce wages by 
increasing casual, part-time and contract work. This kind of employment con 
stitutes an increasingly important feature of the labour markets of the leading 
capitalist countries (Lane, 1989; Mayne et al, 1996), and has proliferated 
within the British higher education sector (Parker and Jary. 1995; Mclnnis. 
2000). Indeed, recent decades have witnessed the increasing use of fixed-term 
and part-time labour within higher education, to a point where about 50% of 
academic staff are currently employed on fixed-term contracts (Bryson and 
Barnes, 2000). In the UK, numbers of fixed-term researchers have been on 
the increase since the 1970s, and research indicates that in 1998 there were 
28,596 staff employed on research grades, a staggering 96% of whom were on 
hourly-paid or fixed-term contracts (Bryson and Barnes, 2000: 194-9). As
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Kogan et al., (1994: 53) have noted, this increased casualisation of academic 
labour has been driven to some extent by the need for universities and col 
leges to reduce labour costs. The move towards a more flexible and cheaper 
workforce is largely a response to governmental resource restrictions and the 
need to cope with increased student numbers (Kogan et al, 1994).

In 1996 a Concordat on the career management of contract researchers in 
UK universities was published (CVCP, 1996). Subsequently, concerns over 
poor career structures and prospects for postdoctoral researchers, specifically 
in science, engineering and technology, and the consequent problems of 
recruitment and retention, featured strongly in a recent UK Government 
review of the employment position of scientists and engineers (Roberts, 2002). 
Although the review focussed upon contract researchers in science, engi 
neering and technology, many of the problems encountered in these disci 
plines are duplicated within the social sciences. In recent years academic 
interest in higher education contract researchers has developed, as evidenced 
by a range of literature reviews (for example: Patrick, 1998; Bryson and 
Barnes, 2000; Freedman el al., 2000); the research being principally in the form 
of surveys charting the inferior pay and conditions characteristic of these 
researchers (see Bryson and Tulle-Winton. 1994). The surveys demonstrate 
the inferior status of contract researchers when compared with 'permanent' 
academic staff, indicate that contracts are wetting shorter, and that the occu-

7 o o '

pational structure of contract research reflects wider social disparities, with 
women under-represented at the senior research grades and over-represented 
at more junior levels (Court et al., 1996; Bryson, 1999).

Despite this recent attention, the non survey-based research literature on 
contract researchers is not extensive. Some material touches on the manage 
ment of contract researchers (for example, Roth, 1966; Wakeford, 1985; 
Burgess, 1994). A limited amount of qualitative material examines contract 
researchers' occupational lives (for example, Stronach and Macdonald. 1991; 
Whiston. n.d.) and is supplemented by a small number of personal accounts 
of life as a contract researcher (see for example. Scott and Porter, 1983,1984; 
Scott, 1985; Pole, 1995; Pirrie, 1997).

In sum, although contract researchers represent a substantial and impor 
tant sector of the labour force within higher education, very little is known 
about the actual routines and complexities of their occupational lives (Allen- 
Collinson and Hockey, 1998; Allen-Collinson, 2000). As various commenta 
tors (Abbas and McLean, 2001; Blaxter et al., 1998; Delamont et al., 1994) have 
observed, knowledge about the reproduction of academic occupational culture 
is sparse, and the limited amount of published work has concentrated almost 
exclusively upon teaching staff (Delamont, 1996; Edwards. 2000: Hey. 2001).

The research

With the aim of addressing this lacuna, qualitative research was initiated, 
involving interviews with 61 social science contract researchers. 59 of whom

406 ©The Editorial Board of The S<>cir>lt>xicnl Review 200?
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were employed at 11 United Kingdom universities, one was currently unem 
ployed, and one, with considerable experience within the UK, was employed 
at an overseas university at the time of interview. The profile of the 
researchers studied is given in Table 1. Initially judgement sampling (Burgess, 
1984), also termed criteria sampling (Creswell, 1998) was used to select the 
group. Snowball sampling (Creswell, 1998) supplemented the initial trawl 
resulting in a selection of diverse sites, covering both traditional academic 
departments (n = 10) and specialist research centres (n = 10), in the fields of 
sociology, socio-legal studies, social work, social policy, politics, psychology, 
planning and education. Various of the centres operated with a multi- 
disciplinary framework. The purpose of the study was not to generate statis 
tical generalisations but to explore the complexities of contract researchers' 
working practices and subjective experiences of contract work. In common 
with much qualitative analysis, extrapolation from the data relies on 'the valid 
ity of the analysis rather than the representativeness of the events' (Mitchell, 
1983: 190). Interviews were in-depth, semi-structured, tape-recorded, and 
designed to gather data on researchers' work lives, their motives, aspirations, 
coping strategies, learning processes, and conceptions of identity. Those inter 
viewed ranged from novice research assistants on their first contract, to senior 
research fellows with over a decade of experience; those on relatively long- 
term contracts (3 years or more) to those employed on a daily, even hourly 
rate.

Data analysis was carried out via the constant comparative method (Glaser, 
1993), with detailed coding permitting the generation of key thematic cate- 
.gories and sub-categories. This process of analysis was repeated until no new 
categories, in terms of social processes, practices, and conceptions, were 
emerging from the data (CreswelL 1998).

A career?

Given the 'marginality' (Scott, 1985; Billson, 1988) of the contract researcher 
role, with its insecurities and inferior material conditions in comparison to 
'permanent' academic posts, it is perhaps not surprising that relatively few 
individuals manage to sustain any continuity of employment resembling a 
career path (Bryson and Barnes. 2000). The fact that some researchers do 
manage to achieve this is therefore worthy of investigation. As can be seen 
from Table 1. of those interviewed. 20 had 6 years or more of contract research 
experience. These individuals had evidently learnt how to sustain some 
employment track, and the primary purpose of this paper is to examine this 
achievement. Comparison of interview transcripts from both inexperienced 
and 'veteran' researchers has generated a mosaic (Becker : 1977) of their 
experience.

Evetts (1992). has emphasized the need to examine careers from the per 
spective of the individual, as a subjective experience. Although in an every-
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Table 1 Profile of contract researchers studied (N = 61)

Gender

Age

Qualifications

Grade/Title

Experience of CR

Female
37

20-30 
17

First degree 
52

Research
Assistant

14

1-3 years 
25

Male
24

31-40 
18

Masters 
20

Research
Associate

12

4-6 years 
16

41-50 
20

Doctorate 
15

Research
Fellow

30*

>6 years 
20

50+ 
6

Professional/other
21

Senior
Research
Fellow

4

*plus one currently unemployed Research Fellow.

day sense, the idea of a 'career' in contract research may appear somewhat 
risible, this is not so if Hughes' (1959: 457) classic definition is applied: 'a 
career consists in one sense of moving - in time and hence with age - within 
the institutional system in which the occupation exists'. This does not mean 
of course that there is any neat correlation between time served in the occu 
pation and the development of the knowledge and skills required for contract 
research praxis. After all, work occurs in specific contexts, within which 
demands and opportunities will inevitably vary. In the case of contract 
researchers, the resources available for the development of craft knowledge 
and skills will differ, for example between academic departments employing 
just a solitary researcher, and research centres with large (relative to the social 
sciences) teams of researchers. Clearly, within the latter, more opportunities 
arise for the development and transmission of research expertise. Occupa 
tional time needs therefore to be linked to specific contexts and sets of expe 
riences in order for the researcher's capacity fully to develop. Acknowledging 
these complexities, this paper seeks to portray some of the occupational learn 
ing processes during career progression. It should be noted that the focus of 
the paper centres not upon the technical skills in which researchers became 
practised, such as research design, data collection and analysis, but rather the 
amalgam of more 'tacit', private, or as some have termed it 'indeterminate' 
(Polanyi, 1983; Gerholme, 1990; Delamont and Atkinson, 1995) knowledge 
and practices which are developed. 'Indeterminacy' has been defined as the 
'elements of occupational competence that are dependent upon tacit knowl 
edge. They are not susceptible to codification and representation through 
explicit recipes' (Delamont and Atkinson, 1995: 96). Despite the 'unofficial'.
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informal nature of such knowledge and practices, they nonetheless often 
prove crucial for the successful completion of occupational tasks.

Structural adaptation

Entering a new occupation usually involves some degree of'reality shock' (see 
Dornbusch, 1955) in which novices' expectations of role performance are con 
trasted, sometimes starkly, with actual occupational demands. Usually, pre- 
socialisation (Berger and Luckman, 1976), in terms of formal or informal 
knowledge about organisational behaviour, is less than adequate to prepare 
newcomers fully for the reality of their new daily work routines. During their 
initial contract, researchers struggle to orientate themselves and to cope with 
the new occupational milieu, and various biographical elements may help or 
hinder their adaptation.

The 'biographical baggage' of the researchers studied was somewhat 
diverse with many interviewees having entered contract research direct from 
a first or higher degree, others from professions such as social work, teaching 
and law, whilst a small minority (n = 5) had previously worked in secretarial 
and technician roles within higher education. The research experience of the 
great majority of these researchers could be conceptualised as 'traditional' in 
terms of their academic training. Coming to terms with the constraints of con 
tract research, particularly sponsor-imposed agenda and deadlines, required 
a fundamental readjustment, particularly for those entering the occupation 
direct from a degree. As one Research Fellow indicated, recalling novice days:

The business of doing contract research demands you quickly develop a 
very pragmatic, even instrumental relationship to gaining knowledge ... 
It's all about finding out things to change things, and to meet the sponsor's 
needs. I struggled with that because my doctorate had allowed me much 
more freedom. (Research Fellow, Department)

In contrast, the small number of researchers who might be deemed 'non-tra 
ditional' had no background of disciplinary knowledge acquisition, and did 
not appear to encounter this kind of difficulty. In fact they articulated very 
pragmatic attitudes towards knowledge acquisition even at initial entry.

For many of the novice researchers the role of contract researcher repre 
sented their first real engagement with the world of work, and consequently 
with managers who placed demands and imposed deadlines. These employ 
ment relationships were agreed to be qualitatively different from earlier rela 
tionships with, for example, tutors or research degree supervisors. Propelling 
the demands of research directors and managers of course were those of spon 
sors, for the managers were keenly aware that future funding depended upon 
the timely completion of projects. Awareness of these new responsibilities was 
sometimes acute amonast new researchers:
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This year has been a bit of a wake-up call! ... I've realised that the pro 
jects I have been working on depend on me, because if the fieldwork falls 
down, the projects will, and I'm the one doing the fieldwork. It's become 
much more serious than the previous year when I was doing my MSc, 
because I'm now responsible to the Prof and he is responsible for getting 
the projects to the agency on time. (Research Assistant, Department)

For all novice researchers, regardless of background, knowledge of the 
cyclical work processes, or 'event-based cycle' (Clark, 1985), peculiar to 
contract research, had to be acquired. This cycle can be seen to consist 
primarily of: gaining research contracts, timely completion, and gaining 
further contracts. Moreover, the cycle operates within an overall temporal 
framework within which the passage of work-time is commodified, quantified, 
and attributed worth (Hassard, 1989; Lee and Liebenau, 1999). Hence, for 
employers, research time is money (Loft, 1995); a perspective researchers also 
learn to adopt, as research time ultimately means salary. The cycle involves 
transition through the routine phases of research work, for example: project 
design, data collection and analysis, and so on. Researchers must not only 
develop and deploy research techniques, but also, importantly, learn to assess 
what the cycle demands of them in terms of cognitive and also emotional 
effort.

The emotional elements of each contract cycle were particularly interest 
ing to examine. Understandably, upon initial engagement, relief was the over 
whelming response of researchers, happy that the occupational future had 
once more been secured, however temporarily. Researchers often used the 
term 'honeymoon' to describe this initial phase, during which they become 
cognitively immersed in the new project. Apart from those on the very short 
est of contracts, it is during this period that feelings of economic insecurity 
are most far removed, and positive self-worth and intellectual absorption pre 
dominate. The second phase usually begins around the mid-way point of the 
contract, and was conceptualised by researchers overwhelmingly as 'pres- 
sured'. This period was found usually to extend until the project report was 
submitted to sponsors, and is characterised by increasing anxiety over the 
intellectual demands of the work and its timely completion. Simultaneously, 
worries over obtaining a further contract begin to creep in, with the spectre 
of economic instability looming large. Within this phase of the researchers' 
event-based cycle, time seems to escape at an alarming rate, both in terms of 
the sponsor's fast-approaching deadline and the expiry of the researcher's 
own personal contract. Maximum effort must be exerted in pursuit of the next 
contract.

Relief, intellectual absorption, pressure and insecurity are some of the 
experiences which mark the event-based cycle of contract researchers' time. 
If they are fortunate, another contract is secured and so another cycle com 
mences. Researchers acquire a practical understanding of the cycle, its 
rhythms, speed, length and sequencing of activities (see Lauer, 1981: 28ff) and
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also a sensitivity to the practicalities and likely intensities of cognitive and 
emotional effort demanded at particular points:

This is my first post as a contract researcher, and it's been a bit of a salu 
tary introduction ... Well, it seems to me it's a bit like a business because 
you have to provide a product to those who are paying for it, so there's all 
that concern about meeting sponsors' deadlines... You cannot ask for an 
extension if you want any more contracts. It all got very hectic towards the 
end. (Research-Associate, Centre)

Depending on their own particular biographical 'baggage', novices have to 
work to a greater or lesser extent to adapt to the structural features of their 
new employment, including its contractual, pragmatic and commodified 
nature, -which may contrast starkly with their prior experience of academia 
and the pursuit of knowledge for more 'pure' and scholarly reasons.

Interactional integration

Once contract researchers adapt to the pressurized, commodified, and 
increasingly entrepreneurial nature of their work (Slaughter and Leslie, 1997), 
it quickly becomes apparent that securing the occupational future will require 
a high degree of initiative on their part, in order to avoid unemployment. 
Novice researchers must accumulate and operationalise certain kinds of tacit 
knowledge in order to forestall such a negative possibility.

A factor of primary importance in this learning process is a researcher's 
relationship with her or his peers, which may hold the key to maintaining 
employment and building the first steps in a career. As noted above, the 
resource of peer support is largely dependent upon the location in which the 
researcher finds her/himself. Of those interviewed, 49 researchers worked in 
locations with some degree of peer support, although the size of the peer 
network might vary over time. In contrast, 11 researchers worked in locations 
lacking any such networks. Here, the employment of researchers was at best 
sporadic and mainly confined to solitary researchers, for whom isolation was 
a striking feature of the work experience.

In departments where a considerable amount of research activity is normal 
with numerous researchers at various points of their contracts, knowledge of 
research opportunities constitutes a highly valued resource which circulates 
surprisingly freely between colleagues who might in some contexts be deemed 
to be competitors. In these contexts, mutual aid consists not only of impart 
ing information about possibilities of work, but also, for example, inviting 
peers to collaborate on projects, or even nominating colleagues to sponsors. 
In the main, these kinds of 'gifts' (Mauss, 1967) of work are smaller projects 
or discrete activities on a project, such as data analysis or interviewing. Via 
this mutual aid. researchers are able to 'tide themselves over' until better
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contractual opportunities arise. This was particularly so in certain of the large 
research centres visited, where part of the researcher's contractual obligations 
included personal income targets. The giving and receiving of such gifts helped 
to secure the material future, and thus reinforced the value and meaning of 
the practice to researchers (see Bourdieu, 1977). Such gift exchange has both 
economic and symbolic dimensions which reinforce each other, helping to 
establish and sustain solidarity in the face of insecurity. In work locations 
bereft of a critical mass of research colleagues, attempts to maintain a career 
were found to be much more problematic, and so knowledge about the impor 
tance of peer networks inevitably influenced the preferred employment 
options of researchers. The comments of one Research Fellow are illustrative 
of many:

Where you do not want to end up is in an isolated situation ... I try and 
avoid ordinary departments now, it's ok if there is a research centre 
within a department, because you then have colleagues around, and that 
means all sort of stuff comes to you ... I started off doing this kind of 
research as the sole research assistant in a department and at the end of 
the contract, I got three months unemployment as a bonus! (Research 
Fellow, Centre)

Researchers also developed a pragmatic appreciation of the importance of 
particular forms of interaction with research managers or directors, who had 
the all-important power to extend work contracts. As Wunsch (1993: 353) 
notes: 'scholarship on successful careers provides evidence that success often 
depends not only on hard work but on the ability to self-promote'. The inter 
views revealed that successful researchers learnt to exercise this combination 
early on in their work experience. The practice of self-promotion, and indeed 
the awareness of the need to self-promote, developed differentially amongst 
researchers, and it was clear that some researchers were more aware of the 
significance of this unofficial activity (see Kleinman, 1983), noting the impor 
tance of 'cues' or pointers provided by other more experienced colleagues, 
for example:

On my first couple of contracts I learnt a lot about research methods and 
the pattern of working in this peculiar trade. On my third I learnt I needed 
to ensure that people noticed me ... that was pointed out to me by 
someone who was much more experienced. He was leaving the Centre 
and told me that to stay here I needed to keep myself in the Research 
Director's mind. (Research Fellow, Centre)

Acting on this awareness constitutes the 'strategic work' (Slaughter and 
Leslie, 1997) necessary to sustain and prolong one's employment. In essence 
this requires of researchers a degree of 'performance' to ensure that they are 
viewed in a positive light by research directors and other members of staff.

412 '?   The Editorial Board of The Socinlt>»iail Re\-iw 2"03



:   Working at a marginal 'career'

Such presentation of self (Goffman, 1959) of course includes being seen to be 
proficient in the technical activities of research, but additionally, the research 
must exhibit commitment to, and involvement in, numerous activities other 
than purely research-related ones. Thus researchers involve themselves in a 
range of extra activities: teaching, conference organisation and attendance, 
the coordination of seminars and workshops, committee membership, the 
hosting of visitors, to name a few. By engagement in these activities over and 
above their research duties, researchers 'signpost' to those in positions 
of power that their commitment (Decker, 1977) extends beyond mere 
contractual obligations. By being recognized as committed, researchers 
build a positive reputation, and hope to benefit by way of future employment 
opportunities. Experienced researchers certainly become sensitised to the 
need for careful impression-management and self-presentation, as one 
indicated:

A lot of researchers have passed through this Centre since I began to work 
here... I suppose I have always been trying to work out how I can stay 
here. So from early on I never hesitated at working late when the situation 
demanded ... It's also the little things like volunteering to chair the IT 
group. Really it's a package of things which you hope are all saying that 
you are a safe pair of hands, and good to have around for yet another con 
tract. (Research Fellow, Centre)

In sum, once the full realisation of the fundamental insecurity of their occu 
pational position dawned, those researchers who sought to continue in 
research began to assimilate vital informal knowledge and to develop certain 
strategies which helped sustain employment. This involved co-operation with 
peers, and attempts to influence those with the power to rehire. Researchers 
strove to maintain interactional integration at their home-base, by ensuring 
they were part of informal peer networks of support, and also by being 
dependable - and visible - components of the more formal organisational 
culture of their working milieux.

Cultivating the contacts

Clearly, the building blocks of a researcher's career need to be established 
internally within the institution, but certain kinds of external activity are 
equally essential for a successful career trajectory. Researchers must also 
acknowledge the importance of directing substantial efforts towards securing 
external sources of research funding. As one Research Associate commented: 
; It was put to me in the middle of my second contract, by a rather blunt 
research director, that he was "not an employment agency :; , and that I had 
better start searching for external funding!'. At this point, it is worth recall 
ing that most UK social science contract research is funded via small-scale
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contracts from agencies such as charities, local authorities, health-care trusts 
and the like. As previously indicated, where information about funding pos 
sibilities tends to circulate freely, researchers have the opportunity to accu 
mulate experience of undertaking smaller projects and of dealing with funding 
agency contacts responsible for research. Via this process, researchers start 
to build a range of external personal contacts within their particular field. 
Once a series of research contracts has been completed satisfactorily, the 
researcher's centre or department develops a track record and is consequently 
regarded positively by funding agencies. Just as importantly for the individ 
ual researcher, s/he also begins to establish a positive reputation, which can 
subsequently filter through to other agencies, as one Research Fellow 
indicated:

About two months ago I got rung up by someone responsible for services 
in _ I didn't know the person ... but they knew of me. and I got another 
six-month project. Last year I and a colleague completed a similar project 
at the other end of the county which went well. It's all about contacts and 
people speaking to other people about you - recommendations I suppose. 
(Research Fellow, Department)

Again, presentation of self is crucial; reputation being established not just on 
the basis of technical competence, but also by presenting a particular kind of 
persona to external agencies; a persona described by researchers as being, 
inter alia, enthusiastic, knowledgeable, amiable, understanding and politic. By 
'understanding' researchers meant 'taking on board sponsors" constraints", or 
'realising what kind of research they really want', whilst being politic was 
defined as 'becoming sensitive to informal agenda' and 'learning when to talk

J C? CJ

and when not to'. The presentation of an efficient self was important, but inter 
estingly, amiability was deemed equally essential for securing research con 
tracts from agencies. In the words of one highly experienced Senior Research 
Fellow: 'Sponsors want someone who is good to work with, someone they can 
get on with, someone with whom problems can be dealt with as smoothly as 
possible'. The construction of this persona usually results from trial and error 
and, for more fortunate researchers, gleaning from more senior colleagues the 
principles of good and bad practice. This permits the development of a certain 
degree of researcher confidence, not just in technical and organisational 
ability to complete contract research satisfactorily, but also in the effective 
ness of one's network system:

Before I had the kind of network that I have now, I used to be really fraught 
about getting work lined up. You know, two months to go and no work in 
the pipeline: help! Now I'm more confident, I feel something will turn up, 
and so far it always has. (Research Fellow, Department)

Researchers fortunate enough to find themselves in flourishing research 
centres, or departments with track records of gaining major research
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grants, are likely to engage with major players in the research sponsorship 
business. Within this arena, a set of contacts is established so that by the 
time individuals have substantial experience and/or reached the grade of 
Senior Research Fellow, they have usually developed considerable resources 
for furthering their career. The research 'universe' is never static, particularly 
so in relation to contract research, so therefore researchers are obliged rou 
tinely to devote time and energy to expanding their base of contacts. In 
research centres or particularly research-active departments, researchers used 
income-generating events, such as workshops or short courses, as a forum for 
parading research expertise to potential sponsors. Other somewhat instru 
mental ploys were utilised at national and international conferences, for 
example:

When people come up to me and ask for a copy of something which I have 
written, I never give them a copy at the conference, particularly if they are 
new to me.... I always say I will send it to them, then a couple of weeks 
later I will send the paper plus a Centre brochure with a nice letter. That 
way it makes more of a lasting impression. I think it's about people realis 
ing you are dependable, you delivered in a small way. I have picked up no 
end of work this way. (Senior Research Fellow, Centre)

In assembling a range of external contacts, researchers gain access to partic 
ular kinds of resources and benefits vital to promoting their careers. In their 
own terminology, researchers learn to 'cultivate sources', 'use the network', 
or 'work (my) contacts', in order to remind sponsors of their existence and 
competence, and to gain insight into the internal workings of funding bodies, 
their politics, policies, and future research directions. Whilst sponsors may be 
well aware of the competence of the research unit as a whole, more often con 
tacts tend to be highly personalised, linking together specific individuals. As 
a result, departures of personnel from a sponsoring organisation can have 
deleterious consequences for a researcher's access to insider knowledge. Con 
sequently, s/he has to strive to ameliorate the situation by creating new con 
tacts or calling up contacts who were previously of a second order, for 
example:

I had a really good relationship with B_ for nearly four years. We 
occasionally used to go to lunch, that sort of thing, but then she saw an 
opportunity and she moved very quickly. This kind of thing had happened 
to me years previously, so I suppose I had the experience to always put 
some energy towards her deputy . .. That meant that I still had a good 
contact... (Senior Research Fellow, Centre)

On occasion, as an outcome of networking, research contracts may even be 
obtained without enduring the formal process of public tendering, so that the 
work arrives by invitation, rather than via competition. Even when the process
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of formal competitive tendering has to be followed, it can be greatly assisted 
by insider information, for example about the kind of project most liable to 
secure funding and, just as critically, the most auspicious moment to submit 
the bid. In a real sense, the function of networking is intelligence-gathering 
in order to aid researchers in the formulation of bids and the development of 
a sense of timing (Goodridge, 1999: 45).

Generating momentum

Just as researchers follow the 'event-based cycle' (Clark, 1985) of each indi 
vidual research contract, the most successful of their number also inhabit 
another cyclical process: one geared to securing their occupational future. The 
interviews revealed some degree of proactivity, by all except the most novice 
of researchers, towards gaining further contracts. However, it was evident that 
the interviewees who had attained the most senior grade available (Senior 
Research Fellow), and/or had a decade of experience, were engaged in efforts 
which were both habitual and systematic, and very much embedded within 
their normal work routines. Additionally, these individuals also tended to 
possess a much longer-term strategic vision (Crow, 1989) than their colleagues 
with less research-career longevity:

When you are inexperienced at this kind of research you just focus on 
getting another contract.. . Now it's different, I have a lot of experience 
of bringing in contracts . . . What this means is I now tend to be able to plan 
further into the future . . . Well, for example, I am negotiating over a 
project which should run for a year, but I also know that on the back of 
that project there is likely to be another one in the same area. ... I know 
something about their (sponsor's) long-term aims and to accomplish them 
they would need that kind of work done. That means having an early look 
at any literature around on the likely direction of a follow up. (Senior 
Research Fellow, Centre)

This strategic vision encompasses not just future policy directions, but also 
research trends, topics in vogue with funders, and the likely 'shelf-life' of inter 
est in those areas: 'You learn to get a feel for when an area of research is fash 
ionable with agencies, and you also learn to get a feel for when their interest 
is starting to dry up' (Research Fellow).

As researchers develop the interactional competencies which allow them 
successfully to ply their trade, they simultaneously deploy these in order to 
secure further funded research. In this way, the momentum required to sustain 
a career is generated: relationships in-house and externally are established, 
contacts are developed and exploited, contracts secured, reputations estab 
lished, and as a consequence, further contracts obtained.
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Conclusion

Although a relatively small proportion of contract researchers do manage to 
sustain anything approximating a career, the vast majority find themselves 
unable to tolerate its economic marginality (Bilson, 1988). If the material and 
psychological insecurity cannot be tolerated, then no amount of research 
expertise and acumen will sustain individuals' commitment (Decker, 1977) to 
their occupation. The more experienced researchers identified the salient 
factors which they considered had rendered them able to endure such inse 
curity. Of considerable significance was a lack of economic dependants for 
extended periods of time, often when the researchers were relatively young 
and/or prior to the weighty responsibilities of family, mortgage, and so on. A 
further salient biographical factor was the support of a significant other 
(usually a husband, wife, or partner) who enjoyed a more permanent and ade 
quate salary. Without exception, all the interviewees who had managed to 
sustain a relatively long career, had one or both of these factors present in 
their biography. This, combined with expertise developed out of considerable 
experience, permitted their continued work in the contract research milieu. 

As has been noted, staying in contract research requires of researchers 
a dual learning process: first, the assimilation of the technical aspects 
of research, much of which is done 'on-the-job'; and second, very importantly, 
the development of a stock of 'informal' knowledge concerning the instru 
mental, political work necessary to pursue contract research successfully. 
It is on the basis of this latter knowledge that lines of action are developed, 
implemented and refined by researchers, as they seek to adapt to the 
pressurised and sponsor-driven environment within which they work. Such 
lines of action constitute some of the central craft practices (Mills, 1975) 
of contract research work. Precisely how successfully individuals managed 
to devise and implement these practices and thus sustain a 'career' (Hughes, 
1959), appeared to depend upon three principal factors. First, there 
were biographical elements which influenced both the degree of craft 
acumen and the capacity to tolerate economic, subcultural and psychological 
marginality. Undoubtedly, individuals differ in the degree of receptivity to 
acquiring different kinds of knowledge (cf Miller and Parlett, 1976). 'Veteran' 
researchers all acknowledged the importance of becoming attuned to 
the significance of 'unofficial' activity early on in their research careers. 
Second, the locations in which researchers worked were highly influential 
in securing further employment. Well-established research centres, or depart 
ments with a strong research emphasis, clearly provide greater opportunities 
for establishing networks of contacts, both internal and external which

o

then furnish greater opportunities for securing contracts and building a posi 
tive reputation. A high correspondence was noted between suffering inter 
mittent periods of inter-contract unemployment and working as a lone 
researcher in a department without a peer network. Clearly, sustaining

©The Editorial Board of The Sociological Review 2003 ^* '



Jacqudyn Alien Collinson

employment depends upon learning to avoid, whenever possible, working in 
isolated contexts.

Third, in analysing the data it became evident that when researchers with 
relative occupational longevity strove to account for their success in main 
taining employment, they consistently spoke of the importance of serendip 
ity or happenstance in providing opportunities (Miller, 1983; Hodkinson and 
Sparkes, 1997). These opportunities ranged over various factors, from having 
the right amount of experience in a new, emergent field just as major funding 
opportunities arose, to the possession of linguistic competence in a foreign 
language required to clinch a contract, or joining a research centre at the start 
of a sequence of major research contracts. The occurrence of such opportu 
nities was viewed by researchers as influential in the generation of the 
momentum required to spur career development.

As has been noted, contract researchers can be deemed 'unfaculty' (Kerr, 
1964) in the sense of being essentially temporary, not 'rear members. This 
marginality is reflected in their inferior remuneration, conditions of service 
and status. In the face of such disadvantages, they struggle to sustain employ 
ment in an increasingly insecure occupational realm, utilising the knowledge 
and skills depicted in this paper. The fact that a small minority do manage to 
achieve this objective for extensive periods of time, constitutes both a victory 
in the face of considerable odds, and an indicator of the sophistication of their 
craft practice. For the majority of contract researchers, however, the insecu 
rity and marginal conditions prove too negative to tolerate on a long-term 
basis. Consequently, their hard-won skills and knowledge are lost to the higher 
education sector, as researchers are forced to quit the occupation. Despite a 
national Concordat (CVCP, 1996) on improving the career management of 
contract researchers in the UK. and subsequent follow-up reports of the 
Research Careers Initiative (OST, 1998, 2000, 2001), although very small 
numbers of British universities have moved to transfer researchers to perma 
nent contracts, there are no real indications that significant numbers of 
employers intend fundamentally to change their employment practices 
(Bryson, 1999; Bryson and Barnes, 2000). The irony is, of course, that whilst 
the policy of using short-term contracts appears to be motivated by employ 
ers' desire to cut costs, the real or hidden costs, in terms of researcher alien 
ation, mistrust, decreased commitment and deleterious consequences for the 
quality of research output, seem to have been omitted from the equation.
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Note

1 The author would like to extend thanks and appreciation to her co-researcher on the project, 
John Hockey, for his sociological insights. Grateful thanks also to Barbara Muldowney for her 
excellent transcription services.
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ABSTRACT

Throughout the higher education sector in the UK, recent decades have witnessed 

the increasing use of fixed-term and part-time labour; to the extent that around 

50 percent of academic staff are currently employed on fixed-term contracts and 

in excess of 90 percent of researchers are employed on fixed-term contracts. 

Despite the importance of their contribution to the sector as a whole, relatively 

little research has been undertaken on the lived experience of undertaking con 
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Introduction

Sp.i hroughout the higher education sector in the UK, recent decades have wit- 
jfj£ nessed the increasing use of fixed-term and part-time labour, to the extent 
'*st that around 50 percent of academic staff are currently employed on fixed- 

term contracts (Bryson and Barnes, 2000: 189). One of the principal rationales 
for this trend has been articulated as the drive toward a more 'flexible' and 
cheaper workforce in order to cope with increasing student numbers (Kogan et 
al., 1994). Within the wider economy, human capital and post-Fordist theories
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(Harvey, 1989) about the contemporary world of work have been heavily influ 
ential in the demand for workers to be more 'flexible' (Barlow, 1995). One of 
the principal means by which employers have engineered such flexibility has 
been to increase casual, part-time, and contract work, and these forms of 
employment constitute an increasingly important feature of the labour markets 
of the leading capitalist countries (Lane, 1989; Mayne et al., 1996). Generally, 
workers hired on short-term contracts labour under less favourable conditions 
and with less pay. Within the higher education sectors of such states, the 'flex 
ible' work force has proliferated (Mclnnis, 2000; Parker and Jary, 1995; 
Shumar, 1997).

Since 1980 numbers of contract researchers have increased fourfold, whilst 
simultaneously the number of permanent research posts has decreased from 13 
percent to 4 percent of the total (Bryson and Barnes, 2000: 199). In 1998, 
28,596 staff were employed on research grades, a staggering 96 percent of 
whom were on hourly-paid or fixed-term contracts (Bryson and Barnes, 2000: 
194-9). The gender balance within contract research reflects the general struc 
ture of academia, with women under-represented at senior research grades and 
over-represented at more junior levels (Court et al., 1996: 25), and proportion 
ately much more likely to be employed on a fixed-term contract in every cat 
egory (Bryson and Barnes, 2000: 214).

Despite the importance of their contribution to the higher education sector 
as a whole, it is clear that in comparison to academics employed on 'permanent' 
contracts, fixed-term staff suffer considerable inequalities. Poor salary struc 
tures, inadequate pension provision, reduced holiday entitlement and sickness 
provision, lack of security, and little if any career development, make it 
extremely difficult for many to sustain a 'career' in this sector of academia. Very 
few contract researchers manage to achieve the more senior grades of the salary 
structure, despite considerable experience.

The inadequacies of the contract labour system as a means of training and 
maintaining a skilled research workforce have frequently been highlighted 
(Association of University Teachers, 1995; National Association of Teachers in 
Further and Higher Education, n.d.). With the annual turnover of contract 
researchers estimated to be between 35 and 50 percent (Bryson and Barnes, 
2000: 204), even if the deleterious consequences for individual researchers are 
left out of the equation, it remains a highly wasteful process for the higher edu 
cation system as a whole when the employment of skilled and talented 

researchers is so fragmented.
In 1996, in recognition of the problematic nature of contract research 

careers, the bodies representing Higher Education Institutions (HEIs), the 
Research Councils, the British Academy and the Royal Society agreed a 
Concordat on Contract Research Staff Career Management (Committee of 
Vice-Chancellors and Principals, 1996) to establish a framework for improving 
the management and career development of contract researchers. 

Unfortunately, there is recent compelling evidence that the working conditions
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of contract researchers remain fundamentally unchanged (Bryson, 1999; 
Bryson and Barnes, 2000).

Academic interest in higher education contract researchers has developed 
in recent years (Bryson and Barnes, 2000; Freedman et al., 2000; Patrick, 1998) 
with much of the focus upon surveys charting the inferior pay and conditions, 
and the lack of career trajectory characteristic of contract research. A more 
limited range of qualitative material examines the impact of such poor condi 
tions, and there also exists a small number of personal accounts.

Although contract researchers represent a growing pool of expertise, little 
is known about the work routines and daily practices of their occupational lives 
(Alien Collinson, 2000; Alien Collinson and Hockey, 1998). Indeed, present. 
knowledge about the reproduction of academic occupational culture remains 
relatively sparse (Abbas and McLean, 2001; Blaxter et al., 1998; Delamont et 
al., 1994), and the limited amount of published research has tended to focus 
upon teaching staff, with scant attention paid to other occupational groups 
within higher education (Delamont, 1996; Edwards, 2000).

Method

In an attempt to fill this lacuna, research was conducted on the working lives and 
occupational experiences of contract research staff. Initially, judgement sampling 
(Burgess, 1984) was used to select the group and snowball sampling (Creswell, 
1998) supplemented the initial trawl, so that eventually a range of diverse sites 
was selected. Interviews were undertaken with 61 social science contract 
researchers, 59 of whom were employed at 11 English and Welsh universities, 
one was currently unemployed, and one, with considerable experience within the 
UK, was employed at an overseas university at the time of the interview.

The research was designed to capture as wide a spectrum of contract 
research experience as possible. The sample covered traditional academic social 
science departments (n = 10) and specialist research centres (n = 10), in the fields 
of sociology, socio-legal studies, social work and policy, politics, psychology, 
planning and education. The researchers ranged from novice research assistants 
on their first contract, to senior research fellows with over a decade of experi 
ence. The interviews also spanned those employed on relatively long-term con 
tracts (three years or more) to those who were employed on a day-to-day basis. 
The gender breakdown was 37 women and 24 men. Interviews were in-depth, 
semi-structured and tape-recorded, and were designed to elicit data on various 
social relationships, motives, aspirations, coping strategies, learning processes, 
and conceptions of identity.

The primary purpose of the study was not to generate statistical general 
izations but rather to explore the complexities of contract researchers' working 
practices and their subjective experiences. In common with much qualitative 
analysis, extrapolation from the data relies on 'the validity of the analysis rather 
than the representativeness of the events' (Mitchell, 1983: 190).
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Work and Identity

On the basis of its insecurity, inferior conditions and status, contract research 
may be deemed a marginal occupation (Bilson, 1988: 188) within higher edu 
cation. The primary objective of this article is to examine the occupational iden 
tities and self-images that contract researchers construct and maintain. Work 
has been identified as one of the central ways in which individuals evaluate 
themselves and are evaluated by others, thus constituting a core part of 'social 
identity' and 'the self, as Everett Hughes (1959) long ago noted. Additionally, 
Becker (1977: 178-9) underlined the importance of occupational titles for con 
noting a great deal about the characteristics of their bearers to the wider social 
audience. The perceptions of that audience in turn influence the occupational 
identity of the title-bearers. Thus, contract researchers' conceptions of self- 
identity are influenced both by their occupational peer group, who constitute 
'significant others' (Cooley, 1983), and by the wider audience of the 'gener 
alised other' (Mead, 1934). As has been noted, the very nomenclature of 'con 
tract research staff, 'research assistant' and so on can be seen as demeaning and 
inappropriate to the qualifications and experience of such staff (Research 
Careers Initiative, 2001: 6).

Researchers' own conceptions of how the institutional 'generalized other' 
viewed them were reflected in value-laden phrases such as 'casualized labour' 
and 'academic migrants'. The interviews clearly revealed the shifting and com 
plex nature of occupational identity amongst researchers, contingent upon an 
amalgam of biographical features (see Stanley, 1990: 209) such as educational 
or professional socialization and previous work experience. Individuals enter 
their occupational role carrying biographical baggage, and how they experience 
and engage with this role is also dependent upon the individual biographical 
resources brought to the occupational context. This article seeks to provide a 
depiction of occupational identity as it is constructed, deployed and recon 
structed by contract researchers.

Biographical Differences

In common with entry to all occupational groups, individuals entering contract 
research bring with them a multiplicity of biographical elements. However, the 
interviews revealed certain distinct patterns of biographical heritage, which 
exerted a strong influence upon the subsequent development and maintenance 
of occupational identity. These patterns related to the differing entry routes to 
the occupation, where three distinct groupings emerged from the data.

The first and smallest group had entered research via what might be termed 
'unorthodox' routes. Of this group, three (5%) of the researchers (all women) 
had originally commenced work on a research project in a secretarial capacity 
and had subsequently transferred to the role of researcher for a variety of 
reasons, including staff shortages. On occasion and for a limited duration, these
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staff had occupied dual roles as both secretary and researcher. In a similar vein, 
two of the male researchers (3%) had started as technicians servicing projects 
-in computing or quasi-experimental areas, and had incrementally taken on 
more research-specific functions before achieving full researcher status. A sec 
ond group had entered research via more orthodox routes, accompanied by 
considerable academic capital (Bourdieu, 1988) in the form of social science 
first and higher degrees. A third group had both degree-level qualifications and 
professional qualifications.

These differing routes to research resulted in different vocabularies of 
motive (Mills, 1940: 909). Interviewees with professional or occupational 
experience in fields such as health, social work and law often articulated the 
desire to promote social and political change as the principal motive for enter 
ing contract research and for tolerating such a marginal status with all its atten 
dant insecurities. This motive was linked to conceptions of occupational self 
which valorized social justice. Contract research was consequently perceived as 
an opportunity to influence their fields, both practically and positively. The 
research was viewed as a potential instrument of change (see Carr and Kemmis, 
1986; Whyte, 1991) and the research craft (Ravetz, 1971) as a valuable adden 
dum to the array of practitioner and professional knowledge and skills already 
possessed. For this group, their self-image(s) were still at least partially located 
within their earlier occupational experience (see Parry, 1997: 126), which was 
subsequently bolstered by new research skills and the ability to stimulate prac 
tical change, as one described:

I'm very practically orientated ... and I want to see practical results. Mostly my 
input has been on a micro-level with local agencies, doing bits of research on how 
they work and trying to stimulate them to change for the better. I'm a specialist in 
helping practitioners, that's how I see myself ... (Research Fellow, Department)

These 'practitioner researchers' frequently constructed the 'practical' self in 
opposition to the category of 'academic'; a role with which they manifestly did 
not identify. Indeed the term 'academic' was often employed pejoratively, as 
shorthand for research perceived to be non-applied, impractical and far too 
abstract. Abstraction, in the form of theory generation, was much denigrated in 
contrast to more esteemed practical abilities used to sustain a rather utilitarian 
occupational identity (Becker, 1972). Researchers who had entered research via 
'unorthodox' routes also held a somewhat similar form of self-concept. 
Possessing little formal academic capital (Bourdieu, 1988), these individuals 
had achieved researcher status on the basis of technical skills and competencies. 
For example, one Research Associate explained:

When you get into research as I have, it's on the back of doing lots of the technical 
donkey work on lots of projects ... crunching out the data on big data sets, sorting 
out software problems, all that sort of stuff. I don't have the academic background 
that the Research Director has, or even most of the researchers, but I am good at 
sorting out problems! So I suppose I am here as a problem solver, that's okay, 
because that's how I see myself really.



3 18 Sociology Volume 38 • Number 2 • April 2004

A different kind of biographical heritage was evident amongst researchers 
with a formal socialization in the social sciences and humanities but without 
practitioner training. Their occupational self-images were grounded in a pro 
longed disciplinary socialization based on a set of academic values. The exis 
tence of a specific academic value system has been noted by numerous 
commentators (Becher, 1989; Evans, 1988; Merton, 1973; Wilson, 1991). 
Whilst acknowledging differences in the formulations of this value system, it is 
possible to identify certain common elements, including: the pursuit of truth, 
academic honesty, acceptance of reasoned criticism, open transmission of 
knowledge, and a belief in academic quality.

Extensive sediments of subject knowledge existed in addition to this generic 
academic identity, creating a disciplinary lens through which to perceive the self 
and the social world (Keiser, 1970: 233; Sarsby, 1984: 130). The greater the 
intensity and duration of the disciplinary socialization, the greater the identifi 
cation with the relevant discipline (Delamont et al., 1997a, 1997b). The fol 
lowing quote contrasts academic imperatives with the more pragmatic concerns 
that dominate most contract research output:

So I found I was second-string on a lot of different projects - projects that I knew noth 
ing about... things which are deadly boring, and I had no interest in. I thought, Tm 
compromising' .... It was the sort of place where there's no value given to publications 
or scholarship, you just do the job, get the report out... (Research Fellow, Centre)

As indicated, individuals arrived in contract research with different con 
stellations of motives. There were researchers who admitted to somewhat less 
'committed' motives for engaging in research, confessing to essentially oppor 
tunistic motives, such as: being 'glad to get off the dole', 'happy to work like 
this because it fits in with childcare', and 'fairly satisfied with doing this as I 
needed a stop-gap between real jobs'. Although the biographies of some of 
these individuals did include significant amounts of academic capital (Bourdieu, 
1988), stimulating social change or furthering academic knowledge was clearly 
of no significance. Alternative priorities ranged from childcare to developing a 
small business. Within this group, there emerged a relationship between part- 
time status in contract research and differing conceptions of identity. Some indi 
viduals had experience of full-time research work, but had moved to part-time 
mode, whilst others had never engaged with contract research on a full-time 
basis. These part-time researchers all gave precedence to self-identities external 
to the research work, for example:

To me the importance of what I do here has diminished over each contract. I have 
always loved boats. After years of being involved with them as a hobby, I now work 
part-time down the dock .... Well, there is a certain amount of flexibility attached 
to doing research, and I can fit the boat work in because of that, and because I'm 
now part-time here. (Research Fellow, Department)

Some full-time researchers acknowledged that the contract researcher role 
represented a temporary occupational phase, a brief episode before seeking
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more permanent employment outside of academia. These individuals were 
invariably on their first or second contract, usually of short duration, and had 
accepted the work out of financial necessity rather than real ambition or inter 
est, primarily due to happenstance or serendipity (Hodkinson and Sparkes, 
1997; Miller, 1983); for example:

It's a stop-gap really, it's a way of earning money whilst I'm looking for a perma 
nent job. No, I don't want to be an academic and I don't really see myself as a 
researcher ... I sort of fell into doing this because basically I find statistics easy. I just 
do that, run the data, which is about housing, but quite frankly it could be about 
anything. I'm not involved with it like a lot of people around here. (Research 
Assistant, Centre)

In common with all occupational groups, individuals bring to the domain 
of contract research different stores of biographical experience, which generate 
particular vocabularies of motive and sustain particular occupational identities. 
In effect, the researchers studied possessed a composite occupational identity, 
some elements of which were shared with others and some more idiosyncratic. 
Most of those with an academic pedigree had entered contract research in the 
hope of securing a permanent academic post, and expressed the wish to extend 
their disciplinary knowledge thereby substantiating their claim to an academic 
identity. In contrast, for others, their most meaningful identity 'props' were 
firmly located outside higher education, and their primary motives were func 
tional: a job and remuneration. Despite these differences, all those interviewed 
emphasized the importance of the 'craft' skills (Ravetz, 1971) which secured 
continued employment and constituted a significant factor in sustaining their 
work self-image.

Identity in Context

Clearly, occupational identities are constructed and practised in context. The 
interview data revealed that the different contexts in which contract researchers 
plied their trade had a significant and differential impact upon them. This was 
particularly evident for those whose identities were permeated by academic and 
social action concerns. The occupational locations at the time of interview can 
be categorized as follows (one researcher being unemployed at the time):

1 academic departments which only occasionally hired researchers, usually 
one or two at a time: 5 departments; 11 researchers;

2 academic departments which normally had several researchers on a range 
of contracts: 5 departments; 17 researchers;

3 research centres which normally had larger numbers of researchers on dif 
ferent kinds of contracts: 10 centres; 32 researchers.

Researchers situated in category (1) departments confronted a number of prac 
tical problems that influenced their conceptions of identity, as they often found
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themselves the solitary contract researcher. Consequently, the cycles of research 
work (e.g. design, implementation, report submission) did not coincide with 
those of other researchers, to the detriment of peer communication, support 
and cohesion. There was little or no development of collegial support networks 
of researchers facing the same kind of pressures and economic insecurity so 
prevalent in contract research (Alien Collinson and Hockey, 1998: 497). As a 
result, the development of craft expertise and confidence in the occupational 
self was a difficult and faltering process, particularly for novices. Without the 
peer transmission of 'tacit knowledge' (Delamont and Atkinson, 1995; 
Gerholm, 1990; Polanyi, 1983) central to the effective practice of contract 
research, confidence in practising the craft was often hard won, predominantly 
through trial and error and sometimes costly.

Additionally, researchers in these isolated contexts indicated that perma 
nent staff often seemed reluctant to engage intellectually and socially with them, 
due to their temporary status (see Davis, 1965). This is perhaps not surprising 
given the increasingly pressurized environment of university life, with its 
emphasis on the regulation of both academic time and outputs (Parker and 
Jary, 1995: 328). In conjunction with other indicators of 'inferior' status, both 
material (salary, pensions, etc.) and symbolic (for example, lack of a staff mail 
tray or 'pigeon-hole', exclusion from social events), this rendered somewhat 
problematic the construction of a positive, valued working self. Perhaps the 
most potent symbolic and material indicator researchers highlighted was the 
inferior accommodation assigned to them. Indeed, office accommodation 
ranged from no office at all: 'I was told to go and work in the library for three 
months'; to work spaces which ostensibly should have been condemned on 
health and safety grounds. The compound effect of these negative factors was 
described vividly by a Senior Research Fellow who reflected on a difficult entree 
to contract research:

When I started off I had a real hard-time. There I was, a 22-year old Research 
Assistant, never having done any empirical research, on my own in a leaky porta- 
kabin a quarter of a mile from the department. No one cared about me and most 
members of staff were not even aware of my existence ... The Prof in charge of the 
project was always away in Europe and just told me to get on with it, so isolation 
and fear of not being able to complete the fieldwork, let alone write about it, were 
major aspects of my introduction to being a researcher. (Senior Research Fellow, 
Centre)

Similar narratives of struggle were articulated by interviewees who had 
undertaken periods of employment in analogous departmental contexts. With 
the benefit of hindsight, however, researchers tended to view this period and the 
successful surmounting of their difficulties, as something approximating a rite 
de passage (cf. Van Gennep, 1960), which proved influential in the establish 
ment of a more confident occupational identity, endowing researchers with an 
ability to cope with the vagaries of subsequent employment in contract 

research.
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In contrast to this kind of solitary struggle, researchers in the other two 
locations generally reported an easier entree into the world of contract research 
and a smoother transition to the occupational role. The physical conditions 
tended to be much improved, and more fortunate researchers often 'luxuriated' 
in purpose-built accommodation. Additionally, there was a critical mass of col 
leagues on hand to transmit the 'craft' of contract research, including the tech 
nicalities of undertaking research specifically in a contract environment; a task 
often qualitatively different from purely academic research (Alien Collinson, 
2000: 162). There was considerable collaborative activity amongst researchers 
in order to gain further contracts and fend off the perennial spectre of unem 
ployment. Knowledge of research opportunities constituted a highly valued 
resource, and it was interesting to note how freely such information circulated 
between peers. Along with such 'gifts' (Mauss, 1967) of information, invita 
tions were proffered to novice colleagues to collaborate with more experienced 
researchers in bidding for and working on projects. Individuals also gained 
intelligence about the preferences of putative sponsors through inclusion in this 
peer network and developed expertise in the art of constructing research bids. 
These networks, and the opportunities afforded by them, helped build and sus 
tain researchers' confidence in their ability to handle the craft of contract 
research, and to achieve some degree of occupational stability. Self-images 
grounded in the minutiae of contract research evolve gradually in an interactive 
process between peers, sponsors and the world of research. In time, an occupa 
tional identity develops, sufficiently experienced and confident to deal with the 
demands, complexities and vagaries of an often precarious trade:

I went to __ as a Research Fellow and I was told that my area is education ... 
then I'm told I'm going to be an expert on secondary education which I knew abso 
lutely nothing about, but I am suddenly the resident expert there. When I started a 
new area, I used to be terrified that I would not be able to hack it, because it would 
be something completely different - but that doesn't frighten me any more ... it's 
just a technique like any other .... Now I think, well, anybody can throw anything 
at me now and I could do it. (Research Fellow, Department)

Identity Tensions and Solutions

As individuals labour in the contract research trade, they incrementally con 
struct through daily praxis an occupational identity based upon the knowledge 
and skills necessary for accomplishing their work routines. However, the data 
revealed various tensions created by inhabiting that very identity. For all of 
those interviewed, unease about the working self became apparent in a number 
of ways. Researchers with dependants and/or who were the principal family 
wage-earners experienced internal conflict between their self-image of a capable 
researcher and the ever present threat of unemployment. They also expressed 
unease about that part of themselves that chose to occupy such a precarious and 
marginalized work role. In the words of one Research Fellow:
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You take risks being a contract researcher, that's part of being this kind of 
researcher, but the problem is if you have a family it's a BIG risk! I've never been 
really happy at the degree of risk, of the possibility that suddenly I'm 43, on the 
dole, with a mortgage, wife and kids ... I've never really felt happy with the part of 
me that has decided to do this kind of work. (Research Fellow, Centre)

Tension persisted between the researcher's maintenance of a confident 
occupational-self and her/his position of institutional marginality. Frequently 
reminded of their inferior position within the hierarchy of the institution, con 
tract researchers found the validation of work identity rested primarily on feed 
back from peers and research directors, and their own self-evaluation of 
competence. Marginality, both in material and symbolic forms, had the capac 
ity to erode a confident occupational self, and it undoubtedly required periodic 
'identity work' (Goffman, 1961; Prus, 1996: 152; Snow and Anderson, 1995: 
253) in order to prevent such erosion. The intensity of the identity work and 
the need to actively maintain a positive self-image varied according to particu 
lar temporal points during the contract. For example, at the point of com 
mencing a new contract, little identity work was necessary as the very act of 
securing the contract provided a powerful validator of personal effectiveness. In 
stark contrast, the second half of contracts, invariably regarded as highly 'pres 
surized', required considerable amounts of identity work. As the remaining con 
tract time began to peter out, and a new contract had to be sought with some 
urgency, researchers felt their identity under a degree of threat.

It was clear from the interviews that researchers who were both inexperi 
enced and working in isolated contexts found the shoring up of a positive occu 
pational identity considerably more difficult than did their counterparts 
enmeshed in peer networks. However, even those in the latter group who had 
attained the top of the limited hierarchy of research grades were keenly aware 
that the negative impact of their institutional position had to be monitored and 
guarded against. As one Senior Research Fellow admitted:

At the back of my mind, there's always the thought that I am not a full member of 
this university, and then up jumps the insidious thought 'Why? Why have I not been 
made permanent, why am I not good enough?' When those kind of thoughts arise I 
try and think of all the positive things I have achieved in this Centre.

There also existed tensions specific to the 'social justice' orientated group 
of researchers. As has been noted, contract research is a pressurized business 
where increased output within shorter timescales is demanded by funders 
(Pirrie, 1997). It is under these constraints and pressures that the vast majority 
of this kind of intellectual labour operates. As a result, researchers are habitu 
ally short of time, struggling to meet sponsors' deadlines, while simultaneously 
obliged to devote time and energy to securing another contract. Time is very 
evidently at a premium and researchers evolve various 'strategies' (Crow, 1989) 
for dealing with time, one of which tended to pose a strong challenge to their 
conceptions of identity. In the terminology of the researchers themselves, time 
for writing and submitting new bids for funding was obtained by 'squeezing' or
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more commonly 'stealing' time. In this framework, time was conceptualized as 
a commodity stolen from the existing project in order to enable the drafting of 
new project bids. As researchers' practical competency develops, this tactic 
allows them to complete certain projects in a very efficient fashion, and conse 
quently to 'free up' time:

After a while you become really good at doing these kind of projects, you almost 
have a sort of template in your head, so you can turn them around very quickly. 
That means out of the number of days budgeted for the project you can sometimes 
pinch some time to write proposals for future research ... [my emphasis] (Research 
Fellow, Centre)

In addition to 'manufacturing' time for submitting bids, researchers also 
used the technique of building into their original project proposals adequate 
time for drafting subsequent bids. Their informal stock of knowledge allowed 
the calculation of how much time was really needed to complete the proposed 
research. This duration was then supplemented by the incorporation of 'writ 
ing time' into the proposal timeframe, carefully concealed under a different 
heading.

As was clear, for those researchers concerned with social justice objec 
tives, these kinds of strategies engendered a fair degree of disquiet and ten 
sion. The occupational self which valorized improving public sector 
organizations was found to be actually implicated in strategies of 'time- 
stealing' from those same organizations. This was perceived as particularly 
lamentable as it ultimately resulted in financial costs for organizations obliged 
to operate in a climate where 'time is money' (Loft, 1995). As one Research 
Fellow admitted: 'I used to get guilty about doing this when the research was 
for some small charity, and what you are doing is effectively stealing time 
which they have paid for."

Confronted with such tensions, researchers utilized various 'techniques of 
neutralization' (Sykes and Matza, 1957: 668) to justify their strategies. Some 
individuals convinced themselves that stealing time was in effect a measure 
necessary to achieve the longer-term research objective. As one researcher rea 
soned: Tf I don't get another contract, research in this particular area will just 
not get done, so I feel some days pinched from them is not such a crime!' 
Another technique was to emphasize the potential impact upon the wider social 
welfare infrastructure should researchers fail to secure another contract. This 
they contrasted with their own mildly 'illegitimate' behaviour. As one Research 
Fellow rationalized: 'If I end up a recipient of the dole that will cost the system 
much more than me lifting a few days from the Department ... to write bids.' 
A further option was for individuals to stress the greater practical impact upon 
policy which their earlier research had achieved:

I like to think we (the research group) have made a difference in changing policy 
on __ issues, that's happened because bids which were written on 'nicked' time 
were successful, so a tiny bit of social deviance helps the cause!



324 Sociology Volume 38 > Number 2   April 2004

For those researchers for whom academic and disciplinary concerns were 
foremost in terms of identity salience, a further source of tension and identity 
strain was evident. These individuals encountered difficulties and frustrations in 
inhabiting an occupational role which, for the most part, offered few opportu 
nities for academic output. It is worth recalling that the great majority of con 
tract research work in the UK is undertaken for, and funded by, local 
authorities, charities and government departments whose priorities rarely 
reflect those of academia. Coupled with the increasingly short-term nature of 
contracts and the near constant search for new posts, this meant that the time, 
energy and opportunity for scholarly, academic reflection and publication were 
severely restricted or non-existent. Anger and frustration resulted, accompanied 
by considerable anxiety that time spent in the occupational role had eroded dis 
ciplinary knowledge and academic identity. The following kind of comment 
was pervasive, particularly from Research Fellows who had completed several 
years of contract time:

You know I have been gradually losing it as time has passed ... I mean academic 
knowledge. It's a bit ironic because you can hear some of the regular members of 
staff moan about not being able to keep up with their area because of their lectur 
ing loads. That's a joke compared to people like me; I have lost it with sociology in 
its entirety, let alone an area. I don't know what postmodernism is! (Research 
Fellow, Department)

Prolonged engagement in contract research, where the need for specialist 
disciplinary knowledge is often very limited, means that discipline expertise 
begins to recede into the past, as the stock of subject-specific knowledge is 
eroded. Alarmingly, along with this decline in subject knowledge, researchers 
are acutely aware that, in contrast, disciplinary knowledge itself is continually 
growing and their capacity to keep pace with such rapid expansion is severely 
stretched. Caught between the vanishing disciplinary past and the ever-expand 
ing disciplinary present and future which seem to be accelerating beyond con 
trol, researchers find the consequences for intellectual identity are dire:

All that time I put into learning that body of theory and I can't hang on to it ... I've 
got no time to hold on to what I knew, let alone all the new work which has emerged 
since I finished my doctorate .... Intellectually I am reduced, stunted I suppose, that's 
what I feel as I go about my umpteenth report for social service departments. 
(Research Fellow, Centre)

The longer researchers spend in the contract research mode, the more they 
tend to lose the basis upon which their academic vocation (see Smith, 1991) and 
disciplinary identity were initially founded. The active response of many was to 
engage in various forms of identity work (Goffman, 1961) in a desperate 
attempt to retain their former 'gloried self (Adler and Adler, 1989). Such iden 
tity work was found to be influenced by elements of the work context. Thus, 
researchers might find positive support if surrounded by peers whose concep 
tions of identity were also discipline-based. Whilst a critical mass of researchers
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helped individuals to construct and sustain confident occupational self-images, 
a key factor was undoubtedly the presence of colleagues who shared a similar 
disciplinary commitment (see Delamont et al., 1997a, 1997b). At several inter 
view sites, researchers benefited from a strong disciplinary ethos and the val 
orization of both academic and practitioner-orientated output. In other 
locations however, such 'props' to disciplinary identity were largely absent 
because practitioner concerns and output took precedence, and researchers 
were consequently obliged to revert to individual identity work.

One important form of identity work cited was involvement in teaching the 
discipline. This seemed to hold considerable symbolic potency for researchers, 
as reflected in comments such as: 'I teach two hours a week in the evening, so 
the historian in me is not dead, yet!' Some researchers confessed to 'making bar 
gains' with the occupational self so that, for example, putting sustained effort 
into their official project might be rewarded by permitting oneself the luxury of 
reading one academic paper each week. Other attempts to sustain intellectual 
connections included social and leisure activities with disciplinary colleagues 
within the institution in preference to socialization with fellow contract 
researchers within their department. As one indicated: 'This is not the kind of 
Centre where one takes regular lunch-hours, but when I do, I go over to the bar, 
where S__ can always be found, the only other anthropologist in this place 
.... She speaks my language.' Some researchers retained membership of disci 
plinary and professional associations, even when there was no immediate pos 
sibility of being able to undertake research in the subject area. By a range of 
devices, this particular group of researchers attempted to sustain an academic 
identity, despite having to devote their efforts primarily to projects offering few 
opportunities for disciplinary interest or academic output.

Conclusion

This article has examined the construction and maintenance of occupational 
identities amongst a group of social science contract researchers in the UK 
higher education sector. For these researchers, conceptions of identity hinged 
upon a number of factors, including: their biographical resources and academic 
capital; the nature of the locations in which they worked; and their prior occu 
pational experience of contract research work.

On one level, there was a degree of homogeneity in terms of how the occu 
pational self was viewed. Researchers articulated a set of common, shared 
understandings of their individual and collective positions of relative marginal- 
ity within the institution (Bilson, 1988). They emphasized repeatedly their 
lowly status within the academic hierarchy, and the essentially transient nature 
of the job, as reflected in self descriptions such as: 'intellectual nomads', 'casual 
labour', and 'peripheral staff which peppered their discourse. Further com 
monalities included a stock of shared knowledge, craft competencies and skills, 
ranging from methodological expertise to more tacit, informal knowledge such
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as.how to cultivate and manage sponsors to maximum effect. Such knowledge, 
skills and competencies constituted a valuable resource upon which researchers 
drew in order to construct more positive occupational selves in the face of a 
potentially negative institutional position.

In contrast to this relative homogeneity, a degree of differentiation was also 
found, grounded in biographical differences and varied work experience. Such 
differences were predictably evident in relation to factors such as disciplinary 
and professional backgrounds, but also emerged in relation to the meanings 
attached to contract research as an occupation, and its identity salience (Stryker, 
1987; Wells and Stryker, 1988). Certain inner tensions were evident amongst 
researchers. The article has attempted to chart these, and to describe the methods 
employed to resolve or at least to manage the consequences, as researchers strove 
to sustain self-confidence and self-belief in the occupational self.

The link forged between work and identity has been theorized generally by 
Hughes (1959), and more specifically by Parker and Jary (1995) in terms of 
intellectual labour within higher education. A strong connection has been 
posited between how individuals work and who they perceive themselves to be. 
Contract researchers are often marginalized within mainstream academia and 
dogged by inferior status and prospects, and financial insecurity. It is perhaps 
surprising then that they continue to make such a sustained and highly signifi 
cant contribution to the research output of UK higher education and thereby 
bolster the financial well-being of the sector as a whole (Bryson and Barnes, 
2000). The importance of their 'identity work' should not therefore be under 
estimated. It is on the basis of this work that credible occupational identities are 
constructed and sustained and, in turn, the considerable and demanding labour 
of contract research work continues to be completed effectively.

Note

The research team comprised the author and Dr John Hockey, University of 
Gloucestershire.
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Sanctions and savings:
some reflections on 

ESRC doctoral policy
Jacquelyn Collinson and John Hockey

The 1980s saw a continuing debate within educational circles in the 
United Kingdom about various aspects of the social science PhD. It 
was launched in 1979 when the Comptroller and Auditor General' 
reported on the poor completion rates of social science PhD students. 
Subsequently the Chairman of the then Social Science Research 
Council (SSRC) was called to account for the expenditure of research 
student funding and appeared before the Public Accounts Committee.2 
Further public criticism of the funding and management of the social 
science PhD, and unfavourable comparisons with natural science and 
engineering counterparts, 3 resulted in the Economic and Social 
Research Council's (ESRC) implementation of a sanctions policy in 
1985. This policy, which is still in force," results in the suspension of 
studentship funding to any department where fewer than 60 per cent of 
ESRC-funded students submit their theses within four years of registration. 

Currently 73 per cent of ESRC-funded doctoral students submit their 
thesis within the four-year period. 5 This constitutes a remarkable 
turnaround over the last nine years, as in 1985 just 25 per cent of 
students achieved submission within this time-frame.6 The sanctions 
policy, together with the decision to fund a training based doctorate 
only7 illustrates the ESRC's determination actively to manage doctoral 
research. Moreover, such policy changes can be seen to form part of a 
general European trend in the direction of greater centralised control of 
postgraduate education. 8 These changes in ESRC policy were propelled 
by government demand for research training to be more cost effective, 
efficient and relevant to the wider economy. 9 This essentially economic 
concern is exemplified by the following extract from the report of the 
Winfield Task Force 10 which undertook an in-depth investigation of the 
social science PhD for the ESRC.

'We do not see how a system of public funding where only 4 per cent 
of students complete the course of study in the period of funding (and 
only one in seven within a fourth year) can be seriously defended.'
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Sanctions, submission and completion
Here then are major policy changes propelled by a concern with 
'getting value for money' in terms of the public funding of research 
study. The main mechanism for achieving this aim has been the 
sanctions policy, which the ESRC decided to connect to a particular 
stage of the PhD process: the point of submission. It is necessary at this 
juncture to distinguish the stages of submission and completion. The 
stage of submission refers to the point at which the thesis is 'formally 
handed in by the student' 11 to the appropriate institutional authorities to 
be examined. Completion refers to the point at which the student is 
awarded a PhD, or is judged to have failed, and most institutions define 
the former as being either the date on which the pass list is issued, or 
the date upon which the degree is conferred. The two stages are 
therefore distinct and should not be conflated. Only completion can 
involve the end product of a finalised and approved thesis. It should be 
stressed that the ESRC's prime concern to date has been with the stage 
of submission and it has imposed sanctions based on the submission 
rate of a department rather than on its completion rate.

The rationale for this has been variously explained, by the Winfield 
Report:

'We decided to follow the recommendation of the Swinnerton-Dyer 
Report (1982) and focus on submission rates, not completion rates, 
so as not to put or encourage pressure on institutions to pass marginal 
candidates;' 12

and by the Chair of the ESRC's Training Board:

'We judge students on submission rather than on completion 
because we do not want to put pressure on examiners.' 13

Whilst this linking of sanctions to submission rates may well remove 
pressure from the completion phase, the pressure on departments, 
supervisors and students remains focused at the submission stage. It 
may be argued that the whole point of operating sanctions is to apply 
some form of pressure. The policy has now been in place for ten years 
and yet there has been no research on its impact upon departments, and 
upon supervisory relationships. That there has been an impact is 
obvious from the improved statistical returns for submission rates 
published by the ESRC. 14 However, what is less obvious is the impact 
of such a policy upon students, supervisors and academic departments. 
The policy is known, the outcomes are known, but what is unknown is 
what has happened in between and with what consequences.
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A recent study of research supervision in general indicates that 
departments are experiencing increased pressure. During 1990-91 the 
second author conducted extensive research on the socialisation of first 
year social science PhD students, interviewing both students and their 
supervisors at nine university and polytechnic sites. 15 It was apparent 
that both students and supervisors were experiencing considerable 
pressure to meet the four year submission deadline; a finding confirmed 
by another recent study. 16 This experience of pressure is perhaps not 
surprising given the public nature of the ESRC's sanctions policy. For 
example, students are immediately made aware upon receipt of the 
ESRC Studentship Handbook17 that their research performance will 
have an impact upon their institution. The pressure has been compounded 
by the introduction of a compulsory research methods course work 
component into ESRC-funded studentships 18 ; coursework which 
constitutes up to 60 per cent of a student's first year of study. The 
actual time available to effect doctoral research has thus been reduced 
in real terms.

Moreover, supervisors' comments suggest that in response to such 
pressure a practice of 'premature' thesis submission is not uncommon;" 
a practice noted elsewhere.20 By 'premature' it is meant that the student 
and supervisor knowingly submit a thesis which is likely to be below 
the standard required of a doctorate, in the full realisation that a 
'referral' by the examiners is a distinct possibility. This constitutes a 
deliberate strategy on the part of both student and supervisor to avoid 
their department's falling foul of ESRC sanctions, by ensuring that the 
thesis, in whatever state, is submitted within the four year limit. A 
number of possible consequences arise from this strategy.

First, referral can be regarded as a learning process, in as much as 
examiners' comments constitute pointers, often highly detailed, toward 
a higher standard of intellectual work than the student has initially 
achieved. 21 There is therefore the potential for the final PhD to be 
attained with considerable help from the examiners. The farther away 
the student is from achieving a passable thesis when he/she submits, the 
greater the potential intellectual aid derived from the examiners, 
providing of course that the thesis is not of such a poor standard that it 
is failed. In this way, examiners may in some senses be acting as 
additional supervisors, which raises issues concerning the autonomy 
and originality of the student's work - criteria usually central to the 
award of a PhD.

A second possible consequence of premature submission again 
concerns the position of external examiners. It is evident that the system 
of external examining is under considerable strain, with academic
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departments finding it increasingly difficult to recruit external 
examiners. 22 If ESRC policy does result in increased numbers of 
premature submissions, this generates the possibility of increasing 
numbers of thesis referrals and consequently further work for examiners 
at the resubmission stage. This process has the capacity to increase the 
strain on a system already under pressure. The ESRC's focus on 
submission rates does not appear to reflect its professed intention not to 
place pressure upon institutions and examiners. On the contrary, it 
appears that one of the major consequences of the policy is that pressure 
is being experienced by all concerned: students, supervisors and 
examiners.

A successful outcome?
The ESRC's focus on the submission point and its publication of 
submission rates gives no indication of the percentages of students who 
achieve completion and within what time frame. At this point, the 
definition of a successful outcome of the PhD process needs to be 
examined. Successful outcome may of course be defined as submission. 
However, more usually it is successful completion, that is the award of 
a doctorate, which is seen to constitute the final product of the PhD 
process. The thesis then enters the public domain and becomes the 
tangible outcome of ESRC funding. In this sense, statistics relating to 
submission rates do not indicate whether good use of public funding 
has been achieved. Moreover, the focus on submission rates appears to 
have precluded a consideration of what occurs after submission; for 
example what percentage of theses are referred, whether the referral 
rate has increased or decreased since the introduction of the sanctions 
policy, the relationship between referral rate and completion rate. There 
seem to be no published data on these issues. The preoccupation with 
submission rates therefore fails to inform about the eventual outcome 
of the PhD process, to examine some of the complexities of this process 
and also to ascertain whether or not public funds are being well spent.

It is useful when considering the latter issue to examine the relation 
ship between submission rates and completion rates over as long a 
period as possible. It becomes possible to determine whether or not the 
sanctions policy has been successful in terms of improving value for 
money. Details of ESRC submission and completion rates are given in 
Tables 1 and 2 respectively. However, no comparison over time is 
currently possible as the ESRC has only recently started to compile 
statistics for completion rates.

As can be seen from Table 1, four-year submission rates have indeed 
improved from a low of 25 per cent for those students starting in 1980
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to 73 per cent for those starting in 1989. However, as can be seen from 
Table 2, completion rates are of a very different order. While 64 per 
cent of the 1987 starters submitted within four years, only 35 per cent 
completed within the same time frame. For the 1988 starters the gap is 
even wider. Whereas 69 per cent of this cohort submitted within four 
years, only 30 per cent completed within that period. The most recent 
figures available indicate that of those starting in 1989 only 37 per cent 
had completed within four years in contrast to the 73 per cent who had 
submitted. There is frequently a long delay between submission and 
completion and it is interesting to speculate on the reasons for this.

Firstly, there may well be purely administrative reasons. For 
example it may take several months after submission to appoint 
examiners, arrange a viva and confer the degree, even if the thesis is 
successful at its initial examination. However, this is unlikely to

TABLE 1 

ESRC submission rates

Start date % of students submitting
within 4 years

1980
1981
1982
1983
1984
1985
1986
1987
1988
1989

25
29
40
47
51
55
57
64
69
73

TABLE 2 

ESRC completion rates

Start date % of students submitting
4 years 5 years 6 years

1987 35 60 69
1988 30 63

1989__________37_________________
Source for both tables: ESRC letter to the first author dated 14/4/94 
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account for delays of a year and over. Secondly, it may be that 
premature submission is actually delaying eventual completion as a 
student is highly unlikely to undertake further work on the thesis during 
the period between submission and examination, even though 
recognising that it is probable the thesis will not pass without further 
endeavour. Had the thesis not been submitted at this premature 
juncture, there is at least the possibility that the student would have 
continued to work on the thesis and passed as a result of that extra 
work. Thirdly, premature submission and subsequent failure to pass 
may result in demotivation of students who may then find it difficult to 
generate the enthusiasm to recommence their research, or may even 
decide to discontinue altogether. The point is that there are no data 
publicly available on these sort of processes and it is possible to 
speculate that the sanctions policy may well have exacerbated referral 
and even completion rates.23

Conclusion
The introduction of sanctions by the ESRC in 1985 has undoubtedly 
worked in one sense, as the statistics on four-year submission rates 
indicate a marked improvement.24 However, it is less clear whether or 
not this policy has achieved the original aim of increasing value for 
public money which provided both logic and impetus for the sanctions 
imposed by the ESRC. If PhD completions are taken as a measure of 
value for money, then little has been achieved, for after a decade of the 
policy's operation the latest figures indicate that of those students 
starting in 1989 only 37 per cent had completed within four years. The 
ESRC has decided to take submission rates as a measure of value for 
money. However, the question remains, do improved submission rates 
really reflect increased value for money when a submitted thesis may 
well end up being referred or even failed? If referred, further time will 
then be required for additional work, guidance from examiners and 
possibly a second examination and even then the thesis may be failed. 
Even if the submission rate is accepted as an appropriate measure, then 
what is required is a more powerful and appropriate rationale than the 
ESRC's stated intent of not wishing to put pressure upon institutions 
and examiners. For there are indications that such pressure is being 
experienced anyway. It may well be that, in the face of considerable 
external pressure, 25 the ESRC opted for connecting sanctions to 
submission rates rather than completions rates as the better of the two 
options. This could be seen to increase control over the PhD process 
but in a less interventionist manner than sanctions based on completion 
rates.
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The impact of the sanctions policy upon the central actors in the 
PhD process and the nature of the PhD itself is unclear and to-date 
unresearched. Some of the possible consequences of the policy such as 
premature submission of theses, and the greater involvement of 
examiners in the production of students' work have been mentioned. 
There may well be many other 'unintended consequences' 26 of the 
ESRC policy at work; current knowledge about such processes and 
their consequences is scant. This is despite a recommendation by the 
Winfield Task Force" that the ESRC maintain a comprehensive data 
base on its funded students. The policy has now been in place for a 
decade and research is evidently needed into its consequences, above 
and beyond the improving statistics relating to submission rates.
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Department of Professional Education, Cheltenham & Gloucester College of Higher 
Education, The Park Campus, Cheltenham GL50 2QF, UK

ABSTRACT Recent changes to social science doctoral educational policy, instigated by the 
UK Economic and Social Research Council (ESRC) and endorsed by central government, 
have begun radically to alter the nature of the UK social science PhD. Perhaps the most 
fundamental change has been the introduction of the training-model doctorate, with its 
concomitant taught research methods component. Underlying the move towards this model 
can be discerned an assumption of the doctoral student body as homogeneous. This article 
challenges the validity of this assumption and subsequently charts what is known about 
doctoral students' responses to the current pro research training climate. The article 
concludes with a call for greater flexibility of provision to meet the needs of a wider range 
of research students than are currently catered for.

Introduction

Research degree education in the UK, in line with a general European pattern 
(Holdaway, 1993), has undergone considerable change during recent years. These 
changes have included stronger institutional controls over the length of time allowed 
for PhD submission and over the content of doctoral programmes (Becher et al., 
1994). There has been a general move within higher education (HE) away from the 
traditional UK PhD practice which was aimed primarily at the generation of new 
knowledge (CVCP, 1988; ABRC, 1992), so that increasingly PhD programmes now 
emphasize doctoral study as a training for future researchers. This constitutes a 
radical change in doctoral education, as the UK doctorate had hitherto contained 
little or no coursework, in contrast to its North American counterpart (Burgess, 
1994). Such change is particularly evident in the social sciences, wherein traditional 
practices had predominated (O'Brien, 1995).

This fundamental change has been propelled by governmental concerns expressed 
in a 1993 White Paper, that research training should meet the demands of the wider 
economy, be relevant to business and industry and be 'cost effective' (Hughes et al., 
1991; HMSO, 1993). Responding to these concerns, research councils have made 
it a condition of receipt of funded studentships that academic departments provide 
a taught research methods component for their students in the first year of doctoral 
study (ESRC, 1993a; SERC, 1993). In the case of the social sciences, this compo-

0309-877X/97/030373-9 © NATFHE



374 J. Collinson & J. Hockey

nent may constitute up to 60% of that initial year (ESRC, 1993a, 1996). Moreover, 
the ESRC has exhorted institutions to communicate 'clear expectations that all 
students will participate in research training not just ESRC research students' 
(Mclntyre, 1994) (our italics). In addition, the ESRC has also indicated its approval 
of measures such as compulsory student attendance on research training pro 
grammes, and the formal assessment of students' work on the latter (Mclntyre, 
1994).

The ESRC, which constitutes the main indigenous provider of research student 
funding, has thus been influential in creating a climate which promotes the new 
training-based doctorate. Subsequently, large numbers of HE institutions have 
responded positively to this initiative (Daniels & Akehurst, 1995; Lowe & Murray, 
1995; CEDAR, 1996a). The general move in the direction of formalized training for 
social science research students (Holdaway, 1996), contrasts highly with the ante 
quo where research practices and techniques were transmitted on a more informal 
basis by supervisors. For the most part, previously students were responsible either 
for learning how to conduct research themselves or for gleaning specific information 
from members of staff who had expertise in the particular research skills required for 
the research project. In contrast, formalized research training involves a more 
directed, planned programme of activities which aims to provide a generic research 
training across a whole range of research practices, and which is supposed to result 
in the production of a 'trained researcher' (ESRC, nd; Mclntyre, 1994).

This approach is very much in line with current government thinking on research 
training which demands that it be specifically orientated to the needs of potential 
commercial and industrial employers (HMSO, 1993). The stated logic underpin 
ning this policy is that a shortfall of posts in HE makes it imperative that research 
training for all disciplines be designed with this objective in mind, despite the fact 
that this 'increased employability' argument does not appear tenable upon closer 
examination of the labour market position of doctoral students in the social sciences 
(O'Brien, 1996; Connor, 1994). Indeed, findings of recent research indicate that 
less than one in 10 social science PhD graduates enters the private sector, with the 
great majority finding employment within the HE sector (CEDAR, 1996b).

Student Homogeneity?

A core assumption underlying the policy of formalized training is that the PhD 
student body is homogeneous (Winfield, 1987; Delamont, 1989; ABRC, 1992; 
Lowe & Murray, 1995), with the typical social science research student assumed to 
be male, 21 or 22 years of age, studying full-time, geographically mobile and with 
few or no domestic responsibilities. In reality, however, it is clear that the social 
science research student population is quite heterogeneous. In terms of funding, for 
example, the majority of social science PhD students are not funded by the ESRC, 
but financed from a variety of other sources, which include the students' own 
institution, charities, business and private finance (Tight, 1992; Becher et al, 1994; 
Dunkerley & Weeks, 1994; HEFC, CVCP, SCOP, 1996). Many research students 
are not young and single, but in contrast are mature in years with a panoply of
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responsibilities such as mortgages, childcare, maintenance payments, and so on 
(Salmon, 1992; Tight, 1992; Dunkerley & Weeks, 1994; Hockey, 1994).

Moreover, data also reveal that very large numbers of students do not pursue their 
doctorate on a full-time basis. Thus, ESRC (1993b) figures show that in 1992-93 
there were approximately 53,000 social science postgraduate students, of whom over 
half (27,000) were part-time. An examination by Dunkerley and Weeks (1994) of 
the Council for National Academic Awards (CNAA) data base on research students, 
spanning some 28 years (1964-92), indicated that during this period 64% of 
candidates were undertaking their study on a part-time basis. Tight (1992) exam 
ined comprehensive national data for 1988-89 and found that of the 138,600 
postgraduate students in the HE system, 65,100 (47%) were studying part-time, and 
43% of these were research students. It is evident that PhD students are diverse in 
terms of their circumstances and mode of study. Given this range of student 
backgrounds and circumstances it is hardly surprising that there is evidence of a 
similar diversity of student motives.

Students' Motives

Although research on UK social science PhD students is still relatively limited 
(Welsh, 1979; Young el al, 1987; Rudd, 1985, 1990; Wright & Lodwick, 1989; 
Hockey, 1991, 1994; Burgess, 1994) what is apparent is the existence of a further 
significant factor differentiating students, namely the meaning ascribed to the PhD 
and the consequent motives for undertaking doctoral study. Although the ESRC 
acknowledges student diversity in terms of 'prior knowledge, skills and understand 
ings of research and of the social sciences' (Mclntyre, 1994), there appears to be 
little or no acknowledgement in any recent ESRC (ESRC, n.d, 1993a, 1993b, 1996; 
Mclntyre, 1994; Woodley, 1994) policy documentation of students' differing mo 
tives. Yet motive is of central importance to the PhD process, as highlighted by the 
Winfield Report (1987) which investigated the social science PhD for the ESRC a 
decade ago. Motives for obtaining a doctorate may involve intellectual, material, 
social or psychological factors, and will influence student perception of the PhD, 
whether this is of the traditional or newer, training-based variety.

Interviews conducted with both full- and part-time social science PhD students 
(w = 86) in 1990-91 by the second author [1] revealed a diversity of motives for 
engaging with doctoral education, although three predominant themes were mani 
fest. Firstly, there were students who perceived the possession of a PhD primarily as 
a 'ticket' necessary for acquiring an academic position in an increasingly competitive 
labour market. A variation on this theme was found amongst many overseas PhD 
students who already held an academic post and were in pursuit of a doctorate 
principally to secure a permanent position, or to open the door to promotion.

Secondly, and in contrast, the interviews showed that for many students, both 
full- and part-time, the main reason for undertaking a doctorate was not primarily 
employment related, but intellectual. Their central reason for becoming a research 
student was not located in future occupational plans, but in an all-consuming 
interest in, enthusiasm and passion for their research topic. When interviewed, such
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students often stressed that interest in their research area pre-dated any thought of 
pursuing a PhD. In effect their topic led them to the PhD, rather than the reverse. 
For these students the pursuit of knowledge constituted the most important motiv 
ating factor. Often there was an intensely personal connection between the individ 
ual's research topic and her/his biography.

Thirdly, there were students who articulated their main motive for pursuing 
research to be one of 'self-development'. For these students the PhD constituted a 
major endeavour in which they could be creative and intellectually challenged. They 
engaged with their research very much for its own sake, rather than for pragmatic 
reasons of career enhancement. Moreover, for many pan-time students the research 
was analogous to a leisure activity which had to be carefully fitted around work and 
domestic responsibilities. In effect, the doctorate constituted a hobby, albeit a very 
demanding, and on occasion frustrating one.

These findings are consistent with other research on social science PhD students 
which highlights the diversity of motivation and meaning surrounding the doctorate 
(Field & Sidhu, 1992; Salmon, 1992; Tight, 1992; Parsloe, 1993; Becher et al, 
1994; Hill et al., 1994; Zuber-Skerritt & Ryan, 1994; CHES, 1996). Certainly, some 
students do embark upon the doctoral enterprise as a means to an academic career. 
For a smaller number it constitutes a stepping stone to non-academic employment, 
although there is evidence to suggest that possession of a doctorate is marginal to 
obtaining such employment (Rudd, 1990; Bulmer et al., 1994; Connor, 1994). 
However, there are large numbers of PhD students for whom such career trajectories 
do not apply (Connor, 1994), and for whom the principal motives are intellectual 
interest, and self-development.

In sum, it can be seen that students undertake their doctoral study in different 
modes (full- or part-time), from a range of backgrounds, at different ages, funded by 
a variety of sources, and with very different motives and needs related to that study. 
A contradiction therefore emerges in that on the one hand doctoral research training 
programmes often appear to be predicated on a view of the student body as 
homogeneous, whilst on the other hand, in reality the student body evidences great 
diversity of circumstance and motive. Faced with such a disjuncture, it is interesting 
to consider what is known about student views of research training programmes.

Student Responses to Research Methods Training

Unsurprisingly, it appears that students' evaluation of the research methods training 
they receive is grounded firmly in perceptions of its relevance and usefulness, as 
Parry et al. (1994) note: 'Again we found that relevance to their own particular 
practical work was the yardstick which students primarily used to assess the appro 
priateness of their methods training' (p. 48). Where training was perceived to be 
both needed and relevant, there was general student support (McKendrick & 
McCormick, 1993; Hill et al, 1994). On the other hand, where need and relevance 
were not established, whether because of the perceived irrelevance of such training 
to the student's thesis, because the level of the training was deemed inappropriate 
(Parry et al., 1994; Hill et al. 1994), or because there was simply too much
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(McKendrick & McCormick, 1993), which actually disrupted thesis progression 
(Hill et al., 1994), students clearly did not support such training.

Interestingly, these objections are analogous to those voiced by critics of a 
training-based PhD when this model was first proposed some years ago (Gregson & 
Mohan, 1983; Floud, 1987; Gray & Flowerdew, 1987; Young et al., 1987; Silk, 
1988; Hockey, 1991). Indeed, the ESRC itself has recognized this resistance from 
the student body, and recently acknowledged: '... it has not been easy for outlets to 
convince some students of the relevance of training which takes "up to 60%" of the 
time available to them in their first year' (Mclntyre, 1994, p. 8). So much so that 
the ESRC has even published a list of measures designed to convince students of the 
benefits of formal research training, and to enhance their engagement in the process 
(Mclntyre, 1994).

A Way Forward?

A possible way forward might be to develop training programmes which have a high 
degree of flexibility and are thus able to meet the requirements of different groups 
of students. Research training, as a learning process, needs to be linked directly to 
the needs of these groups. If this constitutes the central organizing principle of 
programmes, then the path would seem to be clear for enjoyable, productive and 
relevant learning to occur. Once this position is accepted it then becomes possible 
to formulate a model programme. On the one hand such a model needs to meet the 
requirements of students who aspire to a research career, academic or otherwise. 
Whilst on the other hand those who have no such occupational aspirations, and who 
study with less instrumental motives, need to be accommodated. Flexibility is 
centrally important.

In terms of content, the ESRC-approved model of research training (ESRC, 
1996) which combines core training modules (covering, for example, the philosophy 
of social science, research design, research methods, data collection and analysis) 
with more subject specialist modules (for example, more advanced training in 
specific research methods, language expertise, specialist software packages), may 
well constitute a helpful starting point. However, the imposition on all students of 
a compulsory, rigid programme including assessed work has resulted in some 
student resistance. A more flexible alternative would be for students, in consultation 
with their supervisors, to assemble a customized research training package; a 
combination of core and specialist modules to meet their own individualized 
research needs. This package could then constitute an informal or formal (written) 
agreement between the parties, and would structure a student's research training.

For those students who aspire to become academics or professional researchers, 
and who therefore require a broader-based research training, a comprehensive 
programme along the lines of the ESRC model may be appropriate. An incentive for 
undertaking such a time-consuming, highly structured and broad-based programme 
might be the certification of the programme so that participants who have success 
fully completed a specified range of modules obtain a diploma or other qualification. 
This option could also of course be made available to less vocationally orientated
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students, but such a path would not be compulsory for them, and they would have 
the choice to pursue a more specialized and individually tailored training.

The more flexible the provisions of the training programme, the more likely that 
students' individualized needs are going to be met. Obviously there are resource 
implications in offering a wide range of modules, and institutions might find it more 
cost effective to permit students to register for relevant existing modules at Master's 
level as part of a customized research training package. Regional or other inter- 
institutional collaboration might also provide an opportunity for better utilization of 
resources. Indeed, collaboration between institutions on joint research degree pro 
grammes in the social sciences is already underway (Burgess, 1996).

Conclusions

The ESRC's changes in policy towards its funded research students, and the UK 
government's endorsement of these changes, can be seen to constitute external 
pressure to which HE academic departments have in the main conformed (Becher 
etal, 1994; CEDAR, 1996a). The reforms in the UK form part of a wider European 
trend of policy changes in the direction of greater centralized control of postgraduate 
education (Gellert, 1993). They are geared toward the increased vocationalism of 
postgraduate education, and situated within a discourse which emphasizes labour 
force targets, cost effectiveness and labour market need (Blume, 1986).

Despite student resistance, it appears that many social science departments are 
pursuing the training model doctorate for all their students, regardless of the 
diversity of students' funding sources, needs, motives and purposes. This degree of 
conformity to the training model PhD means that it is probable that the motives and 
needs of many non ESRC-funded research students will continue to be discounted. 
In turn, student resistance to the imposition of research methods training is likely to 
continue. Large numbers of non ESRC-funded research students who pursue a 
doctorate, often at great personal expense (Tight, 1992), increasingly find they do 
not have the option of pursuing that doctorate by submission of a thesis alone. This 
seems even more constraining when one considers that many of these students 
undertake doctoral study with no intention of entering commerce or industry, or 
indeed full-time academic employment. Rather, their concern is primarily with their 
own intellectual struggle and the development of a thesis. Yet increasingly the sole 
model of doctorate with which they must engage is structured so as to occupy a good 
pan of their precious time in learning about research methods not relevant to their 
own thesis (ESRC, 1993; Mclntyre, 1994) and which they are unlikely ever to use.

The policy changes have resulted in the establishment of a climate in which the 
research training doctorate appears to have rapidly become orthodoxy within univer 
sity social science departments, and simultaneously has resulted in a lack of student 
choice. Further, the indications are that if departments also conform to ESRC 
exhortations for compulsory attendance and coursework assessment, student choice 
and discretion as to whether they engage with formal training components will 
eventually be eroded, if not extinguished (Burgess et al, 1994; Parry et al, 1994; 
CHES, 1996). This state of affairs sits very uneasily within a context of a developing
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student consumer culture (Woodley, 1994) with its attendant student charters and 
codes of practice (National Postgraduate Committee, 1992).

Government and the ESRC have expressed concerns that doctorates should 
become more vocational and have as their central aim the cost effective production 
of a generic 'trained researcher', ready for employment in the wider economy. 
However, evidence suggests that there are many PhD students who neither receive 
money from the public purse, nor hold such vocational motives and objectives. 
There is then an urgent need for those with responsibility for the development of 
doctoral social science research programmes seriously to take into account the 
diversity of the student body and to ensure that students have a much greater choice 
in how their doctoral education is structured.

Note

[1] ESRC Grant T007401011. The interviews were conducted at nine HE institutions, and 
involved students in Business Studies, Economics, and Sociology. The research team 
comprised the second author, Professor R.G. Burgess and Dr C. Pole, based at the Centre 
for Educational Development, Appraisal and Research (CEDAR), University of Warwick. 
The views expressed in this paper are those of the authors and not those of the ESRC.
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Professionally trained
researchers? Expectations of
competence in social science

doctoral research training
Jacquelyn Alien Collinson

In recent years a fundamental change has occurred in UK research 
degree education, with a move towards the reconceptualisation of the 
doctorate as a period of framing for future researchers. This has 
involved a radical departure from traditional practice, usually aimed 
primarily at the generation of new knowledge, 1 and a shift towards a 
model cognate to that of North America, with a greater emphasis on 
coursework.2 Nowadays, formalized research training, particularly in 
the social sciences, involves research students in a directed, planned, 
and largely taught programme of activities at the start of their 
doctorate.3 Formalized methods training now co-exists, sometimes 
uneasily, alongside the more informal training practices which 
previously predominated, where students themselves were largely 
responsible for defining their own training needs.

This UK reform constitutes part of a wider international trend of 
greater centralised control'of postgraduate education.4 The changes are 
geared toward increased vocationalism and are situated within a 
discourse which emphasizes such factors as labour force targets, labour 
market needs and 'cost effectiveness'. 5 Recent UK government 
thinking on postgraduate research training promotes the idea that it be 
closely related to the needs of potential commercial and industrial 
employers,6 relevant to business, and 'cost effective'.7

Although the government vision of doctoral research training has not 
met with unqualified support, certain of the UK research councils have 
concurred with the new perspective, making it a condition of student 
ship funding that academic departments provide a taught research 
methods component for students in their first year of doctoral study.8 In 
the case of social science students without 'foundation training' such as 
a Research Master's degree, the Economic and Social Research 
Council (ESRC) requires that formal training should constitute 60 per 
cent of the first year of the doctorate. The ESRC has also indicated its
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approval of measures such as compulsory student attendance on 
research training programmes and the formal assessment of students' 
work.9

The research training doctorate appears rapidly to have become 
orthodoxy 10 within university social science departments." The aim is to 
provide a 'generic' training programme for students, and the intended 
outcome is the production of 'professionally trained researchers' 12 who 
are trained in a spectrum of investigatory approaches, which may or 
may not be relevant to the student's own particular doctoral thesis.13 It is 
envisaged that these researchers will be able to help meet the labour 
market needs not just of academia but also of commerce and industry.14 
The overall policy objective is thus to create a pool of 'trained 
researchers', 15 whose employment will benefit the wider economy. 16 
Given the radical nature of this change, what exactly is meant by 
training and what constitutes a 'professionally trained researcher' at this 
level of higher education?

Research training
Defining research training is not, however, unproblematic. Blume 17 has 
noted in his international study of research training that the problem of 
'what precisely "good quality research training" is and how it should be 
assessed has become a vexed one' and furthermore, 'there is a lack of 
operational criteria for assessing the quality of a particular programme 
of training'. Due to these problems of defining 'quality' there has been 
a move to describe the knowledge and skills which students should 
acquire.18

Thus for example, the Universities Staff Development Unit (USDU) 
cites thirteen categories needed for the adequate training of the 'well 
rounded' research student. 19 For social science students, the ESRC20 
requires training to be delivered in eight general areas (research design/ 
strategy, oral presentation, computation, teaching, languages, manage 
ment, ethics, intellectual property), in addition to training which is 
discipline specific. Subject-specific training encompasses between two 
to six further areas, dependent upon the disciplinary base of the student. 
Elements common to all disciplines include the philosophy of the social 
sciences, quantitative and qualitative data collection and analysis, as 
well as theoretical construction and writing skills.

This is essentially a personal attribute model of competency, where 
competency is deemed to be a quality of the performer, who can then 
be assessed to discover if s/he possesses the required level of skills and 
knowledge.21 When one examines the research training programmes
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offered by various institutions, one can see the operationalisation of 
this particular model of training.22

Such programmes embrace skills of a generic nature (management, 
communication, presentation, etc) designed to facilitate the research 
process. In addition, the student is trained in what may be termed the 
more 'core' elements of that process, including research design, data 
collection/analysis, and the application of research instruments or 
techniques. Some of these activities will be directly relevant to the 
student's own thesis, whilst others will not. Having satisfactorily 
completed the training programme, the student can be deemed to be a 
professionally trained researcher, able to display a level of competency 
in the spectrum of activities in which s/he has been trained, ready and 
able to undertake any research project in their general discipline area.

Competency?
Is this outcome actually possible, particularly within the time-frame in 
which research degrees now have to be undertaken?

Following government criticism of the social science PhD which 
focussed on 'poor' submission rates,23 in 1985 the ESRC introduced a 
new sanctions policy. Social science departments with 'low' sub 
mission rates were - and still are24 - penalised by the withdrawal of 
ESRC recognition.

The imposition of stricter deadlines for the submission of research 
degree theses is now widespread and reflects a more general concern 
with institutional quality assurance practices at this level of education.25 
Full-time research students in particular are subject to greater pressure 
to submit their theses within the time-frame than hitherto was the 
case.26 In addition, this pressure of time is set within a context of 
relatively high expectations of those studying social sciences, as 
compared to their counterparts in engineering and science.27 Temporal 
constraints have of course been further compounded by the 
introduction of taught training programmes, which effectively reduce 
the time available for students to undertake actual research for the 
thesis. Unsurprisingly, students have on occasion articulated their 
opposition to the training policy.28

If being 'trained' is defined as being competent, it is worth 
questioning whether it is possible for students at this level to be fully 
trained within the time scale, and across a range of skills of consid 
erable complexity. Research is essentially a craft,29 and although it is 
undoubtedly theoretically informed, it is essentially a practical
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endeavour. The way to become competent in the craft is to practise it. 
The craft is learnt through reflective practice and experience, and 
competence can only truly be demonstrated through practice.30

Training programmes for research students, which have so far been 
established in the UK, encompass both generic elements and subject 
specific components. However, the expectation that students be able to 
assimilate the necessary knowledge and develop their practice of 
various research methods to the point of competency, as well as 
completing a doctoral thesis is demanding, if not completely unreal 
istic. If one considers the core component alone, with its focus upon 
research design and a whole spectrum of techniques of data collection 
and analysis, the amount of time available would seem to preclude the 
possibility of developing any real competence in more than a couple of 
research methods. Clearly, it would be possible to introduce students to 
various techniques of data collection, but to assert that they will 
become competent to practise a variety of methods, after just one year 
of a training programme, is hardly credible. Indeed, a scan of the 
content of training programmes reveals the limited amount of time 
which can be devoted to the various elements of training.31

In contrast to the relatively isolated and individualised experience of 
social science research students, within the natural sciences there is a 
tradition of research student socialisation within a research group. 32 
This often involves the transmission of craft skills via the tutelage of 
post-doctoral researchers, usually throughout the duration of the PhD 
programme. In comparison, once past the formalised first year training 
programme, it is usual for social science research students to concen 
trate exclusively on their own individualised research project.33 Given 
the restricted time and resources available to most students, this 
necessarily means utilising a limited number of research techniques. 
There is little opportunity for the practice, let alone the refinement, of 
the panoply of skills appropriate to a fully trained researcher, who, 
according to the ideals of the training policy, should be competent 
across a wide range of core and subsidiary activities, and ready to enter 
employment in the wider economy. In the terminology of the 1993 
government White Paper Realising our Potential: The training should 
prepare the student for the budgetary, time-limited, interdisciplinary 
and team-based manner in which research and development is 
conducted and constrained within firms.' 34 It is difficult to envisage 
how research training programmes within social science departments 
might reasonably be expected to provide such preparation, even if this 
particular aim were accepted as legitimate.35
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The outcomes model
There is another model of competency against which such programmes 
might be evaluated, namely an outcomes model.36 In this functionalist 
model, competency is defined in terms of 'the functions which must be 
met in the economy and against which the competence of individuals 
can be assessed'. 37 The key factor in assessment is the actual 
'performance' 38 of work tasks, and the specific functions of 
occupational role.39 Once again however, temporal restrictions and the 
diversity of skills included in the training programmes present 
problems. Add to these the doctoral requisites of originality and a 
contribution to knowledge,40 and there seems little likelihood of the 
production of generic researchers, who, at the point of their first post 
doctoral employment, whether academic or industrial, are able 
competently to practise the panoply of skills described.

It is interesting to consider other kinds of training programmes, the 
output of which is the development of individuals who are sufficiently 
competent across a range of skills to accomplish specific and 
immediate tasks at hand. An extreme example is Army infantry basic 
training, designed to ensure that recruits become highly skilled, via 
repeated and intensive practice, in a range of tactical and weapon- 
handling techniques. Once accorded the status of a 'trained soldier', 
immediate service in a conflict zone is an ever present possibility.41 
Dentistry training provides another example of competency-based 
training. As Nettleton has pointed out, in order to be deemed competent 
to practise, a dental surgeon 'has been trained meticulously in the 
minutiae of the craft.' 42

Conclusion
Radical policy changes to the UK social science PhD have resulted in 
new pressures upon students, who are faced simultaneously with the 
challenges of gaining a doctorate which requires a high degree of 
originality, and of achieving a level of competence in a spectrum of 
research activities, beyond those necessary for the production of their 
thesis. For full-time students, this is to be achieved within a four year 
period, during which the time available for actual research has 
effectively been reduced by the imposition of first year formal training 
programmes. The policy demands of students the accomplishment of 
dual objectives: generic research training at the highest level, and the 
traditional element of an original contribution to knowledge.43 The 
danger here is that in a time-constrained context, students will be 
unable to accomplish either effectively. The problem is particularly
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acute for social science (and indeed arts and humanities) students, for 
as various commentators have pointed out,44 in natural sciences research 
creativity normally develops at the postdoctoral level; the PhD is 
perceived essentially as a period of basic training in research. Yet the 
evidence indicates that, despite the new demands, creative and original 
output continues to be expected of social science doctoral students.45 
There is a danger that, under such temporal pressures, students' 
capacity to generate original thought will be severely compromised.46 In 
addition, there is the requirement for students to attain competency in a 
broad spectrum of activities in which they are supposed to be fully 
trained. It is apparent that in such a time-limited context students 
cannot achieve a high level of competence across such a diverse range 
of skills and activities. The policy objective of producing professionally 
trained researchers who can, upon entry to the labour market, function 
immediately and effectively in a variety of academic, industrial and 
commercial contexts, seems unlikely to be fulfilled.

The imposition of the training model doctorate by government and 
research councils, and the subsequent conformity of academic 
institutions and departments to this model, now appears to be a fait 
accompli in the United Kingdom, and one can discern such a trend 
internationally.47 With the policy firmly established, and expectations 
that students will conform to its dictates, it is surely timely to consider 
more analytically the purposes of doctoral research training and to 
generate criteria for assessing the effectiveness of research training 
programmes. One urgent question is whether it is realistic to expect 
research students truly to be competent in a whole range of research 
techniques, irrespective of their relevance to the doctoral thesis. At the 
very least, greater clarity and'precision in defining the level of 
competence realistically achievable, are required of those charged with 
the tasks of designing and implementing social science research 
training programmes.
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Abstract

Literature on the supervision of practice-based guide student endeavour towards the success- 
research degrees in art and design is at present ful combining of creative and analytical work, 
relatively underdeveloped, particularly in relation 
to empirical studies. This paper, which is based 
on qualitative interviews with 50 supervisors 
engaged in the supervision of practice-based 
doctorates in a range of UK universities and 
colleges, aims to begin to remedy this lacuna. It 
examines specific problems encountered by 
supervisors of practice-based research degrees, 
and portrays some of the strategies developed 
and employed by supervisors as they attempt to
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Introduction
The 1990s saw a considerable growth in research 
degree student numbers in the United Kingdom. 
[1] Concomitant with this increase, concern has 
been generated over issues such as thesis submis 
sion and completion rates [2], as well as a general 
drive to develop and enhance quality assurance 
procedures at both a national [3] and institutional 
level. [4] UK research has indicated the central 
importance of supervision for the successful 
completion of research degrees, [5] and in recent 
times the practice of supervision has itself come 
under greater scrutiny as regards quality assur 
ance. This scrutiny has focused on, inter alia, the 
practices and procedures for the monitoring of 
students' progress, training programmes for 
supervisors, and the organisation and practice of 
supervision. [6]

Research into the field of doctoral education 
still has much to achieve, and various commen 
tators have noted that empirical research on the 
practicalities of supervision remains relatively 
limited. [7] Despite the embryonic nature of this 
field of inquiry, studies of research degree super 
vision have now been carried out on both the 
social sciences [8] and natural sciences [9] and 
there also exists some humanities-based litera 
ture. [10] In contrast what is known about super 
vision in art and design is almost negligible, partic 
ularly in the case of practice-based research [11] 
as distinct from art history research. The relation 
ship between creative-practical work and research 
protocols still remains a contentious issue. [12] 
The existing literature on the supervision of 
practice-based research degrees at present 
appears confined to recently developed resources 
predominantly aimed at aiding supervisors to 
manage students. [13]

The research
This paper attempts to start to develop an empir 
ical literature on this specific form of research 
degree supervision. A recent survey [14] identi 
fied 35 higher education institutions (HEIs) which 
offered supervision of practice-based doctorates

in the UK. In order to investigate the processes 
involved, during the period 1995-97 data were 
gathered via tape-recorded, qualitative interviews 
with 50 supervisors, located at 25 United 
Kingdom HEIs. The purpose of this 'pilot 1 project 
was not to seek statistical generalisations, but 
rather to explore the complexities of this kind of 
supervision. In common with much qualitative 
research, extrapolation from the data relies upon 
'the validity of the analysis rather than the repre 
sentativeness of the events'. [15] However, the 
group studied was extensive enough to reveal 
significant thematic similarities in terms of their 
supervisory encounters. Interviewees spanned a 
spectrum of supervisory experience ranging from 
those who had supervised under the old Council 
for National Academic Awards (CNAA) regime 
which operated in the former polytechnics, to 
relative novices in their first year of supervision. 
Moreover, the group encompassed individuals 
who were practising artists/ designers and also 
those whose background was primarily within 
art/design history.

The general research literature on supervision 
reveals a number of commonalities in terms of 
generic problems arising during doctoral supervi 
sion, including difficulties with: balancing pastoral 
and intellectual support; co-ordinating supervisory 
teams; and the selection and formulation of over 
all supervisory strategies. The aim of the research 
was not to re-examine these general problems, but 
to identify social processes specific to the supervi 
sion of practice-based research degrees. The 
following account is based upon the interview data 
and recounts some of the problems encountered 
by supervisors, together with the solutions they 
generated. These solutions constitute 'strategies', 
in effect actions that are conscious, coherent and 
comprehensive [16], aimed at achieving the goal of 
successful submission of the MPhil/ PhD.

Problems of structure
Whilst a small number of practice-based research 
degrees was validated under the CNAA regime in 
the former polytechnic sector, their recent prolifer-
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ation has occurred in the wake of the creation of 
the'new'(post-1992)universities.Consequently.a 
widespread background of institutional expertise 
in dealing with this specific form of advanced study 
has yet to be developed. The number of practice- 
based research degrees awarded by the CNAA 
was very small, and the number of institutions 
which developed this creative opportunity was 
similarly limited. The overall picture at the time of 
the research interviews was one of relatively 
embryonic development, and some of the sites 
visited were handling theirf irst cohorts of practice- 
based students. Inevitably perhaps therefore, the 
interviews revealed supervisors to be encounter 
ing certain problems with institutional structures. 

These problems centred around student 
research proposals or plans, which had to be 
submitted on a standard form to a validating 
committee, such as a Research Degrees 
Committee, or similar. These committees were 
usually internal to the institution, but if the 'home' 
institution did not possess its own research 
degree awarding powers, another university 
had to validate the research degrees on offer. 
Research proposals were usually written by the 
student with supervisory help and then presented 
to the appropriate committee(s), whose approval 
was needed before the research project could be 
formally registered and permitted to proceed. 
Supervisors might be members of these commit 
tees, or if not, might be permitted to attend in order 
to speak for the proposal under their tutelage. The 
interviews identified certain problems specific to 
practice-based work which supervisors encoun 
tered in trying to steer such projects through 
committees. Committee composition invariably 
included a majority of members who were not of 
the art and design community, and who were 
often unfamiliar with, and unskilled in what super 
visors described as Visual language'. As a result, 
problems were experienced in gaining validation 
for students' research, for example:

Our research degree committee had a bit of a 
problem in getting their heads around the prac

tice-led thing and it's taken a long time and a lot of 
effort to get them to even think in 'our'way. It's 
extremely difficult because there are simply so 
few models, few precedents, you know, artists 
doing research - that's unthinkable!

In general it's not that easy to get proposals 
through, particularly atthe level of the PhD, where 
there is a demand for originality ...I think it is to do 
with things like methodology, and to some extent 
having a notion of some kind of hypothesis which 
is formulated initially and is something which is 
testable in some way. The proposals can't be 
framed in that way from the point of view of a lot 
of art and design, in a sense a lot of our stuff is 
much more exploratory, and so the methodology 
and the outcomes are necessarily more ambigu 
ous ...I think it's more to do with whether it's 
visual or not/...] and people on committees are 
very uncomfortable with that kind of ambiguity.

In response to this kind of difficulty, supervisors 
often felt obliged to engage in an educational 
mission outside of the committee venue as they 
sought to inform, persuade and convince 
colleagues from other disciplines that practice- 
driven research constituted a credible academic 
endeavour. Interviewees variously described 
such activity as'lobbying','networking'or'drum 
ming up support' prior to proposals reaching the 
committee stage. In a few institutions, this politi 
cal work [17] was part of an informal depart 
mental policy, as one supervisor explained:

And that's a problem in terms of this institution, for 
instance, our head of school has told us we all have 
to go and do work in this area... How to make sure 
other areas of the university are aware of what 
you might be wanting students to do, what they 
might produce, how that could be validated, how 
research into visual practice is a legitimate area of 
research. Spread the gospel so to speak!

In addition to this political work, problematic 
committee encounters generated a certain
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amount of pragmatism on the part of supervisors, 
who came to the realisation that many of the 
committee's demands were essentially ritualistic 
and formulaic, in terms of requiring a set format 
for describing research methodology, processes 
and outcomes. Supervisors on occasion ironically 
described this ritual presentational form as 'show 
time' and had learnt, usually via rejection of their 
students' initial proposals, the necessity of tailor 
ing the research proposal to an existing model 
such as that employed by subject areas such as 
engineering or music where works were actually 
created in the form of objects or musical scores, 
as demonstrated by the following comments:

Now in an area where research is traditional it's 
easy to say 'look here's a good model. How can I 
adapt that for myself?'. With our area, those 
models are not really around at the moment, so 
I'm busy nicking proposals from people in other 
areas, and then trying to use my imagination, and 
saying to the student 'lookyou can adapt this'.

We are lucky, here there is a music department 
and there is some precedentforsubmitting musi 
cal scores, so when you are arguing fora student's 
proposal and when you help them construct that 
proposal, you can use that as a precedent, a 
template. Once we get a few completions at PhD 
level we won't need to point to similarities with 
music, but initially I've made use of what they 
have done.

Lack of both institutional experience and experi 
ence at the level of the individual supervisor on 
occasion forced some supervisors in the direction 
of adapting other disciplinary models, in an 
attempt to propel proposals through committees 
and to generate momentum for the student's 
research. Where this functional strategy had been 
successfully adopted, some reservations were 
perhaps inevitable, but the strategy remained justi 
fiable to supervisors, given the context in which 
they were obliged to operate:

/ think 'A (student) would be the first to criticise his 
research if he were now to do it again. I think we 
would be more adventurous, more risky, butatthe 
time we didn't have that kind of confidence ...we 
felt: 'yes, we can adopt this approach, we can 
adopt this methodology, because it's been tried 
and tested elsewhere'.

Where supervisors did not persuade students to 
adapt readily available models for their research 
proposals, more innovative projects tended to 
develop, but required students and supervisors 
to learn and employ the specific language forms 
that committees demanded of proposals, for 
example the rigorous qualification of statements 
of intent, precision of phrasing, and the linear 
interconnection of ideas. Given their roles in acad- 
emia, supervisors were of course generally 
conversant with academic discourse, but this 
particular written variant, rooted in the method 
ological backgrounds of disciplines other than art 
and design, required a learning process for the 
majority of those interviewed. From the supervi 
sor's position there were considerable difficulties 
in converting a proposal, agreed between super 
visor and student, into the written form required 
by research degree committees, as demon 
strated by the following comments:

Basically he (student) - the way he thinks is 
through the process of his hands with wood and 
clay, and that's how he works through his ideas, 
gets them clear. It's very different from using 
words, and that's how he tests his ideas by 'doing ' 
and so the difficulty was in finding a way in which 
we could sustain that while being able to propose 
in writing a framework to set bench marks and to 
establish what his research was actually about, 
and then to present it in a way that was acceptable 
to the committee.

This learning process involved not only develop 
ing expertise in the specific written form, but also 
learning how to portray important conceptual 
ideas in this form, so that committee members
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could grasp the essence of the student proposal 
and accept its validity:

You have to phrase the proposals in such a way that 
theyappearto have a dimension which the people 
on flte committee can get a hold of in terms of their 
own discipline, and ft's a matter of clever sales 
manship (sic) ...It is the conceptual blocks where 
they would fail to simply understand from reading 
the proposal'whatit'was all'about If it's outside their 
area they cannot see the substance, whattheydo 
see isthe proposal through theirown way of seeing 
and that's not an artordesign way of seeing.

Supervisors repeatedly articulated their difficulties 
in persuading committees to think visually, and 
provided numerous suggestions for encouraging 
this facility by bringing Visual' elements (such as 
projected images of student intentions) to the 
committee. No examples were found of this actu 
ally occurring at the initial research proposal stage, 
but this tactic was evident later in the research 
degree process when the great majority of 
students underwent committee scrutiny of an 
application to transfer from MPhil to PhD status. 
At this juncture, a small minority of supervisors 
indicated that they had introduced to the commit 
tee elements of the student practice, so as to 
stimulate a visual understanding which would 
engender an appreciation of the research endeav 
our and its possibilities. One supervisor recalled:

/ took the written work saying what direction she 
was going to take, and three beautiful wooden 
boxes and I laid them on the table, and I opened 
up the boxes and in the boxes were tabulated 
samples of glass... and they were all related to 
the text and how they were done and that son of 
thing, and it was great because everyone got up 
from the table for the first time, and said 'that's 
really interesting', and passed the boxes around 
and people actually felt what she had produced, 
and actually felt 'this is a move forward', they could 
see where it was going, whereshe could develop 
her work. It's a question of getting them to see,

and by bringing her work in that allowed them to 
see its possibilities.

Further along in the research degree process, 
other problems were generated by committees, 
usually concerning the appointment of external 
examiners, where committee members would 
question the competency of the individuals 
proposed as external examiners. There were 
instances in the data where committees had 
demanded that more 'experienced' individuals be 
sought for the external examiner role. This judge 
ment seemed to be based upon what was 
perceived as the 'novice' status of proposed 
examiners, many of whom did not possess the 
depth of experience found in other disciplines, 
perhaps inevitably given the relatively short 
history of practice-based research degrees. 
Relating to this general lack of a pool of experi 
enced examiners, committees sometimes objected 
to the fact that nominated examiners did not have 
expertise specific to the research project to be 
examined. Moreover, there was also questioning 
of the appropriateness of proposed examiners 
whose background, although within the frame 
work of art and design, was not specifically 
academic, but located within a particular field of 
practice. Consequently, supervisors often found 
themselves involved in frustrating attempts to 
seek out examiners who would meet the criteria 
established by committees. The evidence from 
the interviews indicated that the more experienced 
supervisors learnt the importance of engaging in 
educational work of a political nature, before, during, 
and after committee sessions in order to ensure a 
positive outcome, as the following illustrates:

Most of the committee seems to assume that 
research degree business should be the same in 
art and design as it is in their areas. They seem to 
thinkyou can find experienced examiners without 
too much difficulty... [A/el/it's not like that because 
we are in the early stages of development, and it 
was the same forthem no doubt when they started 
having PhDs in psychology, or engineering. You
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have to appreciate the context in which we are 
operating, and they don't do that! ...You have to 
work at explaining to them what the state of play 
is, thattheir expectations are unreasonable, andjn 
fact unrealistic, in terms of examiner experience 
generally speaking.

Problems with writing and making
Whilst there are certainly generic problems in 
supervising students at this level of education, 
the interviews revealed further concerns specific 
to practice-based endeavour. The innovation of 
practice-based research degrees resides in their 
combination of the creative with the analytic. 
Ideally, one should reflect the other and the result 
ing work should portray the inter-connectedness 
of the two dimensions. For supervisors, however, 
a central concern was to ensure that this combi 
nation was kept in balance. Forthe great majority 
of students, the analytic dimension constituted 
the most problematic component, as the vehicle 
for the analysis was essentially the academic writ 
ten form, of which most students had little 
experience at this level. [18] Imbalances arose 
when students were either reluctant to engage 
with the written analytic, which resulted in an 
overcompensation in practice, or in contrast, 
when, in their anxiety they focused upon the 
theory to the detriment of the quality of practice. 
In the case of the latter, supervisors became 
aware of the dangers of what some described as 
'overtheorisation' or'pseudo-sophistication', and 
had to face what they perceived to be a lack of 
real creativity and equilibrium. Consequently, 
supervisors strove to direct students back to a 
central position where a more balanced pattern 
of work could be achieved, as one indicated:

One of the problems is they think to get a PhD they 
have to be 'clever', and so some of them get 
preoccupied with trying to be that. I have seen it 
result in their theoretical reading propel/ing their 
studio work, but the work they produce is not 
capable of sustaining the theoretical ideas they are 
writing about. In a way their concern for intellec

tual ideas stifles the work. From the supervisory 
point of view you have to help them avoid that so 
the work can 'breathe', you're trying to create 
conditions where it doesn't get conceptually top 
heavy. A lot of it is anxiety on their part about what 
is intellectually sophisticated, so you're trying to 
diminish anxiety and to create some kind of equi 
librium between the two parts.

Anxiety about the need to incorporate theory into 
the project sometimes disrupted students' prac 
tice fundamentally, so that the student lost 
confidence in the practice and became theory- 
directed. Supervisors would then attempt to 
reorient the students' work:

The problem was that every time he came upon a 
new text it was taken on as truth, and in a strange 
kind of way it had a very unbalancing influence on 
him... well it would disrupt his practice, and you 
would start to see his work being jostled from 
here to there, and then back again with anew text. 
It was like, 7 am doing research, so I have to take 
on board theory', so off he goes being led by the 
theory rather than the reverse. We all have our 
influences, but this is different... Ijusttriedtopoint 
out how much he was being whirled around, to 
bring him back to some sort of equilibrium. 
Anxiety is what caused it all, anxiety about encoun 
tering theory, and then losing sight of the direction 
of the practice.

Fear, unease and anxiety about engaging with 
written analytical work can cause students to 
regard their practice as a refuge from the unfamil 
iar and threatening intellectual demands. In 
response, supervisory effort is often directed 
towards developing student confidence in the 
analytic mode, and re-establishing a more 
balanced profile of work. The interviews revealed 
that at the heart of many student problems was a 
disconnection between the student's practice 
and her/his written analysis of that practice. To 
make that connection more meaningful for 
students, those interviewed revealed a number of
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supervisory ploys. For example, supervisors tried 
to establish connections between the student's 
own biography and personal development and 
the enhancing of their analytic capability, hoping 
to make the activity of analysis a more positive 
experiencefortheir supervisees, as one explained:

One of the things which is difficult to get them 
over is their writing... Well there's the standard 
problems, you know, grammar, etc. But more 
fundamentally is that they tend to get hung upon 
writing to justify what they have done, that's 
what's been impressed upon them. It's their new 
status, not just artist or designer, but researcher. So 
research has to be justified. They can thengetlost 
because the writing ends up being turgid, it does 
n't really connect with the practice either, it's as if 
they have disconnected themselves so as to be 
analytical. I tryandgetthem to see it in a different 
light I tell them it's a voyage of self discovery, 
they're here to try and understand themselves 
better: how you arrived at this, why you changed 
your mind at this point, where you decided to 
go next. That way hopefully it connects directly 
tothem, and to their practice. I try and personalise 
itall.

Another supervisory ploy was to chart connec 
tions between creative practice and analytical 
practice, by pointing out to students certain 
fundamental similarities. The aim was to bolster 
confidence by emphasizing that experience of 
problems and their resolution within the realm of 
practice might profitably be transferred to the 
analytical domain, as a supervisor indicated:

They get blockages in their practice, and they 
learn to get overthem. That's their experience, so 
I point out the similarities with writing. I point out 
there is a parallel process, and if they can doitin 
one area, they can do it in another. It's a question 
of making the links for them, and once they can 
see that themselves it cultivates a bit of confi 
dence, which helps them get over the problem 
with the writing.

A theme which emerged from the data concerned 
those students who were not actually averse to 
writing (sometimes prolifically), but whose style 
of writing was difficult to reconcile with the 
academic language forms required of a research 
degree. In such instances, supervisors found 
themselves constraining and modifying student 
output, particularly where the use of visual 
metaphors was heavy. Many recalled how they 
had attempted to instil in students a more precise 
and analytical mode of communication:

7?7e problem is not that she can't or won't write, 
but rather how she is writing... She's trying to get 
the writing to match what she creates, so it's 
creative writing in a kind of fictional way. The prob 
lem with that is that she's not making the story 
explicit enough. It lacks the accessibility and the 
detailed description of the creative journey she is 
on... I have to keep on pulling her back from that 
kind of writing. I tell her, 'you can't expect people 
to go on a journey with you without giving them a 
map'. I always put it in visual terms to her: it's a 
map she needs, the trick is to translate that into 
accessible writing.

As in the above case, in helping students to 
develop an analytical capacity, visual devices and 
comparisons were often utilised, for example at 
the research design stage. Again, supervisors 
sought to establish connections between 
students' creative practice and the new research 
endeavour. These connections were often 
presented in the form of concrete ways in which 
research projects could be constructed, charted 
and the interrelationships between the parts 
portrayed analytically, as one supervisor described:

With writing generally I tryandgetthem to devise 
some kind of visual means to map out what they 
are going to do. That's a means that they can 
usually relate to. I had one student who mapped 
itall out on the floor of his studio space, with others 
they have done it with computerised graphics, so 
they can move the different elements around.
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Another supervisor used the following analogy:

If you're designing something, you come up with 
a whole load of ideas, right? And then you go 
through the ideas and discard some and you use 
bits and pieces. Then you start putting the design 
together. I thought, well, perhaps that's the best 
way of doing it, to actually try and get them todo 
That with their research ideas. So they come with 
a whole lot of written ideas and we go through 
them ... It's almost like a cut and paste job, so 
you're actually trying to get them to sort their 
research out in the same way they go about 
designing. I talk to them about collages of the 
mind! I know that they think this way is easier for 
them to think things through.

Problems with evidence
A further problem confronting supervisors again 
related to the need for students to develop their 
analysis. Research degrees require a systematic 
marshalling of evidence detailing how students 
arrived at their particular creative outcomes. The 
assembling of evidence demands a systematic 
recording of decisions made within the creative 
process. Whilst traditionally artists and designers 
have of course made records of their work and 
processes, the greater degree of explicitness, 
formality, and the cumulative detailing of daily 
work routines, proved to be problematic for many 
students. [19] For students whose work fitted 
more easily into the framework of the 'design' end 
of the creative spectrum, there was some con 
gruence between their work practices and 
models of research which approximated natural 
science in terms of the documentation of 
evidence, as one supervisor noted:

With a process-based practice like print-making, 
there is a kind of distance there because the 
process itself is a kind of interruption to that self- 
reflectivity. So for some students developing that 
standing back facility, that ability to be a bit 
distanced and interrogate your choices, it's easier 
than for others.

The interviews revealed that in the main those 
'others' were engaged in projects at the 'fine art' 
end of the creative spectrum. For many of these 
students, the first 'revealing' of their practice in 
unprecedented detail to a critical academic audi 
ence constituted a daunting challenge, and was 
usually approached with great reluctance. At such 
junctures, the supervisor's task involved facilitating 
the analytical process and persuading students of 
the necessity of undertaking systematic recording 
forthe purpose of the research degree:

/ think it's a problem more in the direction of fine 
art than in design. I feel designers are more famil 
iar with detailing their method than artists... with 
the latter it's nearly always about expressing their 
own individuality in an intense and personal fash 
ion. They are often quite prepared to discuss their 
work in an abstract way, but discuss the real 
substance of it in systematic fashion is quite expos 
ing... She (student) doesn'twantto engage with 
that kind of analysis. I mean, partly she feels 
exposed, but she also feels the magic would go 
... Itryand emphasise that she is going to need 
this kind of documentation if she is going to get a 
PhD, butthereisalimitto what I can persuade her 
to do. I know for her it's more to do with magic, 
with something undefinable for her, and she has 
to feel confident with the amount of disclosure.

Helping to build enough confidence for students 
to take what forthem constituted a significant risk 
to their creative identity was an ongoing supervi 
sory concern. Supervisors sought to convince 
students that their practice contributed some 
thing valuable to its field, and that only by the 
full articulation and demonstration of how that 
practice worked could its significance be fully 
appreciated by an academic audience. However, 
supervisors recognised limits to their powers to 
persuade students to engage in such a high level 
of disclosure, as one noted: 'You cannot put in 
from the outside, what has to grow on the inside'. 
Ultimately, supervisors hoped that student anxi 
eties about disclosure would diminish, as their
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analytic understanding of how their own practice 
developed began to increase, together with confi 
dence in the academic worth of their project. 
This, supervisors hoped, would make acceptable 
the challenge to the student's creative identity.

Conclusion
Research into research degree supervision has 
revealed some cross-disciplinary problems 
confronting supervisors as they attempt to propel 
students to thesis completion. This literature has 
also revealed a range of supervisory responses to 
such problems. [20] Many of these general issues 
also emerged from the data for this project where 
issues such as balancing criticism and support or 
alleviating student isolation were highlighted by 
supervisors. The present paper, by contrast, has 
sought to portray problems and solutions more 
specific to art and design supervision, in the 
context of a developing profile of practice-based 
research degrees within UK higher education. 
The paper has identified problems both at the 
level of institutional structure and at the micro 
level of supervisor-student interaction. At the insti 
tutional level, supervisors had to learn how to 
convince colleagues from other disciplines that 
research into art and design practice was a cred 
ible endeavour. The data revealed that such work 
is comparable, in a sociological sense, to selling 
[21]; in this case selling the concept of the disci 
pline as being ready to engage in the practice of 
academic research, an activity in which it had not 
traditionally been involved. At the micro level of 
interaction with students, supervisors were 
concerned with a number of problems, particu 
larly those centred around achieving a balance 
between student engagement with the creative 
and analytical spheres of their research degree 
work. Students certainly encountered difficulties 
with the relationship between writing and making, 
as well as the production of evidence which 
supported and justified the formulation of creative 
processes and artefacts.

The aforementioned supervisory strategies 
form part of the craft of supervision [22] which art

and design supervisors are in the process of 
evolving. This craft is learnt practically through 
reflective experience [23], which, whilst theoreti 
cally informed, is essentially a practical end 
eavour. As with analogous activities, the only real 
way in which to develop the craft is to practise it. 
However, this developmental process can be 
enhanced via the transmission of supervisory 
knowledge by accomplished practitioners. [24] At 
present, the pool of experienced practitioners 
able to provide such mentorship [25], or to 
engage in joint supervision with less experienced 
colleagues, is still limited. In the interim, one way 
forward would seem to be the use of workshops, 
seminars and publications to disseminate good 
practice and to discuss and debate the supervi 
sory experience as it relates to practice-based 
research degrees, particularly via the medium of 
'case studies'. [26] It is encouraging to note that 
such workshops and seminars have recently 
generated a good deal of interest, and in 1997 the 
UK Council for Graduate Education held a national 
workshop focussed upon practice-based doctor 
ates in the creative and performing arts and 
design which highlighted some of the key issues 
for training and supervision within this relatively 
new field of enquiry. [27]
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ARTISTRY AND ANALYSIS: STUDENT EXPERIENCES OF UK PRACTICE-BASED 

DOCTORATES IN ART AND DESIGN

Abstract

During the last decade, doctoral education has been the focus of much international academic 

attention. This period has also witnessed the rapid growth of practice-based research degrees in 

art and design in the UK. To-date, however, there has been no extensive empirical research on 

the subjective experiences of students undertaking this form of doctorate in art and design. 

This paper, based upon qualitative interviews with 50 UK students at 25 different institutions, 

seeks to examine from a sociological perspective the occupational life-worlds of these students, 

and the risks they take in choosing to study for a doctorate. It explores some of the narratives 

which students generated during their often faltering and difficult transformational journey from 

'creator' to 'creator-researcher' during the process of the research degree, focusing in particular 

upon the perceived tensions and contradictions between their artistry and analysis.
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ARTISTRY AND ANALYSIS: STUDENT EXPERIENCES OF UK PRACTICE-BASED 

DOCTORATES IN ART AND DESIGN

Introduction

During the last decade in particular, research degree education has been the focus of much 

international academic attention (cf. Royal Society of Canada, 1991; De Wied, 1991; Bowen & 

Rudenstine, 1992; Zuber-Skerritt & Ryan, 1994), and a UK-specific literature has also 

proliferated (Burgess, 1996). This period has also witnessed the rapid growth of practice-based 

research degrees in art and design in the UK (Painter, 1996; Candlin, 2000). Although there 

has undoubtedly been an advance in knowledge about doctoral students in the disciplines falling 

within the natural sciences, social sciences and humanities (Burgess, 1994; Delamont et a/, 

1997; Graves & Varma, 1997), this does not hold for empirical studies of students undertaking 

practice-based research degrees in art and design. This route to the PhD still constitutes an 

innovative, and on occasion a disputed form of UK research study (cf. Macleod, 2000), which 

emerged primarily out of the old Council for National Academic Awards' framework (CNAA, 

1989) which regulated the former polytechnics until 1992. The requirements which distinguish 

this research degree from the more 'traditional', purely written forms can be summarised as 

follows:

• the final submission must be accompanied by a permanent record of the creative 

work(s);

• the creative work must be set in its relevant theoretical, historical, critical or visual 

context;

• the length of the accompanying written thesis must normally be between 30,000 and

40,000 words; 

1 the written thesis and the creative work must be of equal or near equal importance

(UKCGE, 1997: 15)

Normally, the student's work must also conform to the more traditional aspects of UK research 

degree regulation, in terms of originality, independence, and the undergoing of a viva voce



examination. This kind of doctoral study presents students with an interesting challenge in 

combining elements of their creative work (painting, design, photography, ceramics, printmaking 

and so on) with a written analysis of that work in text, CD or other form. Presently, there is little 

empirical knowledge of how students handle and achieve this combination (cf. Macleod, 1998), 

and how they seek to resolve some of the tensions and contradictions between the artistic and 

analytic dimensions of their work. This paper therefore aims to address this lacuna by setting 

out the findings of some exploratory, qualitative sociological research.

The research

The research was based upon single, qualitative interviews with 50 research students (27 male; 

23 female), located at 25 UK universities and colleges and undertaken by a team of two 

researchers, both with disciplinary backgrounds in sociology. It had originally been planned to 

undertake follow-up interviews to chart the progress of the students, but unfortunately financial 

constraints precluded this. It should also be noted that the research was not designed to 

generate detailed individual student case studies. The limitations of the 'single research 

technology' (Berg, 1989: 4), the 'snapshot', single-interview approach should therefore be borne 

in mind. In defence of the interview method, however, it has been emphasized that: 'Accounts 

are all we have to work with' (Gilbert & Abell, 1983: 2-3), and the students' accounts constitute 

the focus of the research.

Interviews were in-depth, semi structured, and tape-recorded, of between 60 and 90 minutes' 

duration. Interviewees spanned the spectrum of art and design subjects, including painting, 

ceramics, installation, photography, printmaking, sculpture, glassmaking and design. Students 

also fell on a continuum ranging from individuals in their first year of study to those near the point 

of submission. Twenty of the students were studying part-time, many of whom had considerable 

experience of earning a living via their creative endeavour.



The primary purpose of the interviews was to gain an understanding of students' lived 

experience. The interview agenda covered topics such as relationships with research 

supervisors, relationships between practice (making) and theory, practice and artistic community, 

practice and the self, practice and writing, and students' conceptions of identity. Students were 

also encouraged to talk about any other issues of significance to them. Given the relative paucity 

of research on these practice-based students, the aim of the project was not to provide statistical 

generalizations, but to seek to uncover something of the complexity of students' academic lives at 

various points on the pathway to doctoral status. In common with much qualitative research, 

therefore, extrapolation from the data relies on 'the validity of the analysis rather than the 

representativeness of the events' (Mitchell, 1983). Data analysis was carried out via a process 

somewhat akin to the constant comparative method (Glaser, 1993), in that data collection and 

analysis were synchronous and ongoing, but in a less formalized fashion. Subsequently, detailed 

manual coding allowed the generation of key thematic categories and subcategories of the 

students' experience. This process of analysis continued until no new categories, in terms of 

social processes, practices and conceptions, were emerging from the data (Creswell, 1998).

As Jenkins (1996: 29) notes, the concepts of 'self and 'identity' can be argued to be co 

terminous, with self as 'each individual's reflexive sense of her or his own particular identity, 

constituted vis a vis of others in terms of similarity and difference'. This internal understanding 

of a fully reflexive self is a product of the social interaction out of which it emerges (Mead, 1934). 

In particular, the paper focusses upon the self which students construct, maintain, and modify 

whilst in the role of creator/maker, and eventually, researcher. The paper aims to portray some 

of the processes of identity construction and modification via an analysis of the various student 

stories or narratives which were articulated during the interviews.

The importance of narrative activity has been emphasized by many, including those who 

contend that narrative and identity are in fact inseparable in that narrative is born out of 

experience and simultaneously gives shape to experience (Ochs & Capps, 1996). The method



of narrative analysis focuses on the ways in which people organize and assign meaning to their 

experience, and seeks to explore how particular identities are constructed via that experience; 

as Anderson and Williams (2001: 4) succinctly phrase it: 'Narratives are the bricks with which we 

construct our identities...' Narratives also combine the social with the personal (Coffey & 

Atkinson, 1996), for, as Sparkes (1999) has noted, personal stories are intimately linked to the 

cultural and subcultural resources upon which actors can draw.

The analysis of the interview data reveals a complex interweaving of narrative resources as 

students portrayed their progress from the status of research novices to the point of thesis 

submission. As students gradually acquired research experience and expertise, they described 

how their identity evolved, and comparison of the interview transcripts generated a rich mosaic 

(Becker, 1977) of their experience. As noted above, it was unfortunately not possible to 

undertake longitudinal research, and therefore to chart individual and group change over a 

certain time span. Elements of the data from all stages of the student experience, however, 

have been utilised to create a composite picture portraying the changes which students 

described in some detail as occurring during their doctoral study. In order to convey the 

processual nature of identity transformation, the data have been presented in chronological 

fashion. In this way the emergence of the narrative(s) parallels the temporal framework of the 

process of identity change. However, the limitations of this essentially linear presentation of the 

data should be noted. As Hammersley and Atkinson (1983: 220) have emphasized, this form of 

portrayal implicitly suggests 'a more or less smooth set of transitions from one stage to another'. 

The reality of student experience is, of course, more complex and fragmentary. For example, in 

the text are presented narratives of trouble and struggle, which are subsequently supplanted by 

narratives which describe new kinds of learning and skill. Whilst troubles may indeed be 

surmounted, this is never in a 'once and for all' sense, but requires repeated efforts as problems 

and tensions inevitably recur. It should consequently be kept in mind that student identity 

change is both a practical and continuous accomplishment (Benson & Hughes, 1983), with 

elements of circularity in addition to the linearity which structures this particular paper.
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The creative self and its tensions

Upon commencing their doctoral study, students already possess a set of practical dispositions 

(action), perceptions and motivations, grounded in their particular creative activity, which they 

use as a resource to solve creative problems. This form of essentially embodied resource has 

been conceptualised by Bourdieu (1990: 55) as habitus; in this instance situated within the 

general field of art and design. Problem-solving entails what Bourdieu has termed: 'a feel for 

the game', which allows the individual to adopt the right strategies and make the correct 

decisions in the act of making. When they commence the doctoral programme, however, 

students must also develop a feel for the game of research, which is situated within the field of 

higher education (Bourdieu, 1988). It is the construction of this synthesized form of habitus, of 

both creator and researcher, which generates certain tensions and contradictions which will 

constitute the focus of discussion later in the paper.

The interviews clearly revealed that when commencing their research study, all students held 

primarily to a sense of the creative self which was of paramount importance to them. This was 

articulated via self-categorizations such as: artist, photographer, ceramicist, designer and so on. 

When probed as to the essence of this, 'creativity' and being a 'creative person' were deemed 

central to their sense of identity, or in Stryker's (1987) terminology, to have 'identity salience'. 

The interviews subsequently sought to uncover some of the specific components of that self- 

defined creativity, and various themes depicting particular qualities and characteristics emerged 

from the data. These elements were found to be present regardless of medium used (print, 

paint, glass, metal, film, and so on). They are not presented in any order of priority but rather as 

the elements comprising a rich amalgam which underpins creative endeavour.

Of marked importance to the students interviewed was the high value placed upon a strong 

emotional presence within their making. Their capacity to respond emotionally to materials 

was felt to be vital to the creative processes and to the construction of objects of originality. The 

deployment of a repository of feelings (cf. Denzin 1984: 1-3) was viewed as crucial for their



creativity, as these feelings were expressed both within and through their work. Intimately 

connected to this emotional wellspring was the element of intuition. Students perceived 

themselves as intuitive individuals whose creativity was heavily dependent upon a capacity "to 

feel when things are right", as one phrased it. The use of intuition applied to processes as 

diverse as, for example, the mixing of colours, the application of temperatures to materials, or 

the juxtaposition of objects. Intuition was also linked to notions of spontaneity and 

responsiveness to impulses emanating from the creative imagination. A further quality 

interviewees perceived in themselves was that of openness, in terms of receptivity to new ideas, 

and willingness to explore in innovative directions. Ultimately, all these qualities and 

characteristics were perceived to be highly influential in facilitating their creative work.

Holding these conceptions of identity, students then encounter with some shock the new domain 

of research, where supervisors, research training courses, and methodology texts, for example, 

place great emphasis on somewhat different values. In essence, research was presented to 

students as a highly rational process, which involved the erection of abstract categories so as to 

formulate theory. 'Objectivity' in the form of analysis, the precise formulation of argument, the 

logical progression of ideas and the systematic collection of evidence, was also heralded as a 

necessary component of effective doctoral research. New parameters of correct conduct and 

procedure provided powerful messages to students. In addition, students' research projects are 

subject to a framework of institutional regulations which impose additional demands upon 

doctoral candidates, for example in terms of time-scales and prescribed formal structures. 

Projects must be approved by committees responsible for 'quality assurance'. This combination 

of research-related and bureaucratic demands, was usually at considerable variance with the 

way in which students had previously conducted their creative making, and also, importantly, 

with their conceptions of the creative self. This is not to say, of course, that students were not 

already familiar with the discipline and rigour of the creative process, but rather than the new 

requirements of doctoral research placed different, academic demands. Tensions were
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consequently evident at the level of identity, and some of the means by which students resolved 

these will now be examined.

Narratives of confusion and constraint

Initially, when encountering these contrasting and countervailing imperatives, students felt 

confused. Generally, their prior experience of art and design education had contained little to 

forewarn and prepare them for the specific strictures of doing doctoral research, nor the 

regulatory framework within which they were required to operate. This is usually in some 

contrast to the natural and social sciences where exposure to the discipline-specific protocols of 

research normally occurs at a relatively early stage of undergradute study. In comparison, of the 

cohort interviewed, only a handful indicated any knowledge of formal research methods and 

canons, and this had been via art history courses, or design ergonomics. Although a majority of 

interviewees had actually studied at Master's level, these degrees were predominantly based 

solely on the submission of individual creative output, without any formal research component. 

Whilst all students had some prior experience of academic forms of writing, the volume and 

sophistication demanded at research degree level were perceived as unsettling and 

intimidating. The process of drafting a research proposal, specifying temporal plans, the 

particular linguistic forms in which such plans have to be codified, and all the associated 

bureaucratic process (applications forms, vetting committees, approval processes), all had 

highly negative connotations for students. Distress and confusion were consistent narrative 

themes at this point in their research careers. For example, one lamented:

"How can I do what they (supervisors) want me to do, and do my art? I don't understand 

how I can do it all! It has really unsettled me and I can't see how I can go forward with it 

all...I suppose I've always felt myself to be an expressive person, and the ways of doing 

research seems the opposite. I.don't want to feel like that, so where do I go from here?"
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This kind of narrative was reinforced by others, as students initially perceived the combination of 

bureaucracy and research protocols as fundamentally detrimental to their creative activity and 

consequently to their creative selves. As Bourdieu (1984: 3) and others (Berg, 1983: 165-6; 

Griff, 1960: 223) have noted, people in the creative arts place great emphasis on their 

autonomy and control over the making. From the students' perspective, these heavy constraints 

impinged upon their creative selves, and consequently narratives of constraint were salient. The 

intuitive, emotional, spontaneous and 'open' self was confronted by institutional processes, and 

academic demands, which seemed intent on limiting, managing and packaging creativity into 

tight timescales and pre-defined forms. These constraints produce boundaries which in a sense 

are the antithesis of the creative freedom previously experienced. For those interviewed there 

was a particular irony evident in this situation, for they were embarking on potentially the most 

exciting and extensive exploration of their creative impulses, whilst simultaneously those very 

impulses were subject to restriction by forces not previously imagined.

"As soon as I start putting down structures, I can't write freely, so it becomes disjointed 

and difficult. Writing academically is not free; it's very structured, with very tight 

boundaries for a thesis. It generally leaves me angry which is propably why it's difficult to 

write...It's just the institution that makes the rules that tie people, and in contrast art 

practice is about enabling people to freely express themselves and subvert boundaries. 

So here I am struggling with those academic boundaries that I find quite restrictive, so I've 

had terrible conflicts about that."

The interviews indicated that ambivalence towards these constraints was felt by students for 

long periods of time during the research degree process, and any shift in perception manifested 

itself only when certain changes at the level of identity had occurred. These changes will be 

depicted later in the paper.
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Narratives of sacrifice and risk

The vocabulary of motives (Mills, 1940), which had propelled students into research, valorized 

the need to develop and extend their creative practice to new levels. For some the acquisition of 

an advanced qualification was also valued as a potential route to an academic post, which would 

then provide institutional funding for their own practice (cf. Finney, 1997: 78-79). In trying to 

come to terms with the new reality and the unfamiliar constraints, students perhaps inevitably 

began to question their motives. What they could gain or achieve was contrasted with what they 

might risk losing or sacrificing. On the economic level, students bemoaned the monetary 

sacrifices involved in remaining full-time students or paying their own fees as part-time 

students. This was often accompanied by statements stressing that generally very few artists 

and designers receive reasonable long-term financial reward for their creative output (cf. 

Mishler, 1999: 130 ). It was therefore questionable whether the time and energy expended on 

the uncertain path towards the doctorate was worth the sacrifice. On another level, all those 

interviewed initially viewed as a compromise the accommodations they were obliged to make to 

the structuring of their research in response to bureaucratic and research demands. They felt 

strongly that this had the potential to reduce the power of their aesthetic output, and this could 

have negative consequences for their future reputation within the community of creative peers, 

both inside and outside academia. This potential sacrifice was viewed with considerable alarm; 

in the words of one:

"I do not want to end up with a title before my name and people at my doctoral show 

ruminating over the fact that it took me years to produce such mediocre work!"

In addition, the time and energy devoted to the research component of their work, such as 

comprehensive literature reviews, systematic documentation, historical positioning, formal 

analysis of practice, theorising and so on, was also viewed with a jaundiced eye . The more 

time and energy devoted to this component, the less was available for their actual practice. 

There was consequently a tension between these activities, for no matter how intimately
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connected to the making, the research components were no substitute for the making per se. 

Hence, time spent away from their practice was construed as a sacrifice demanded by the 

doctoral process, and one which might produce no positive return in the long term. The 

enforced decrease in effort for the making would, they feared, result in reduced creative output 

and less momentum in producing original works.

"The physical act of analysing and writing like that and the kind of thought that goes with 

it, it takes time and it's a different kind of time and a different kind of being than when you 

are making... Part of you is feeling that you should be in another place, in the studio 

making something, which feels more real, so you miss it. And you feel uneasy because 

being away from it you feel it is suffering... I mean the quality of it, how much progress you 

are making."

From the student standpoint these sacrifices were of considerable significance, given the feared 

negative consequences for both their creative making and artistic reputation.

Rooted in scenarios which involved the taking of such chances, students also articulated 

narratives of risk. These narratives were somewhat more specific than those relating to 

sacrifice, being directly connected to particular problems which had already arisen or they 

feared would arise. A highly problematic requirement for students was the need to portray 

analytically the process of their making, and to situate it within broader academic contexts of 

history, theory, biography etc. This required the systematic accumulation, and eventual 

presentation, of evidence and explanation, placing their own creative processes and subjectivity 

under the microscope of dispassionate analysis. For students, such analytical documentation 

involved a high degree of self-disclosure. Regardless of whether their research was geared to 

audience impact (eg fine art) or aimed at uncovering the process of making (ceramics, glass 

etc), a good deal of anxiety was manifest amongst students at the threat posed by this 

denouement. The risk was articulated in a number of ways. Great unease was expressed at
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the thought of routines of creativity being laid bare. Although students were familiar with 

audience judgment of their finished creative work, public scrutiny of the creative process per se 

was unfamiliar and threatening. It was feared that the processes of production would be judged 

not as innovative but as merely mundane and routine, and that this judgment would have 

deleterious consequences for the way in which the final creative product was perceived. These 

concerns related not just to the judgment of an academic audience, but also of the wider 

creative community. As one student indicated:

"I find it quite disturbing that I'm supposed to reveal all the inner workings of what I 

make... Well, one likes to think one has individual ways of doing things, of putting things 

together, of choosing things, that sort of stuff.. Up to this point all that has been a private 

affair, and I suppose I have felt them to be special... Well, in the sense that they are mine, 

and they have some quality to them. The problem with this revealing is that in a way I feel 

they might then no longer be mine, and they might be viewed as having no quality at all!"

Students also emphasized the risk of more personal disclosure. In seeking an 'objective' and 

detailed understanding of how their practice worked, they feared that such knowledge would 

impinge upon their emotional capacity to create and innovate. Gains in terms of the 

development of analytical thinking were perceived to threaten their very creativity; the prized 

qualities of intuition, openness, and spontaneity might be constrained, distorted, desiccated, by 

this new found power. Students feared that the more time expended on the analysis, the 

greater the risk to creativity. Transition between the modes of creativity and analysis required of 

them not just different ways of thinking (described as 'subjective'/'objective') but, more 

fundamentally, differences in feelings, actions, and being:

"To do the analysis you have to be apart from it and to do it (the making), well it's part of 

you. The problem is that moving away from myself (analysis) is still alien. When I go back 

(to making) it's very difficult to be just with the clay because the distance keeps on
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coming in again... What I mean is all the questioning about why I am doing it and how I 

am doing it, so it means I have to struggle to be with the material, and before I just did it 

automatically".

At the level of identity, this shifting between different modes of thinking, feeling and ultimately 

doing, was perceived to create ambiguity and tension. In the domain of analysis, students are 

inevitably inexpert at this stage of their academic development, and consequently not confident 

in their ability. Worse still, their attempts at analysis have the capacity to disrupt their creative 

energies and expertise, making credible conceptions of identity difficult to sustain in both 

domains. Upon encountering the new terrain of doctoral study, students initially attempted to 

make sense of their experience via narratives of confusion, constraint, sacrifice and risk. These 

narratives were redolent with unease, uncertainty and anxiety as students struggled to 

understand and make progress in their studies. The following sections will attempt to illustrate 

how this was achieved via a further set of narratives.

Narratives of discovery

Students enter doctoral study with considerable expertise in making, in whatever medium. 

When questioned about this expertise, two salient points emerged. First, there was a haptic 

facility (Rose, 1999) which allowed them to manipulate materials and construct objects; a 

capacity based on an appreciation of the qualities and limits of the materials with which they 

worked. This facility was both symbolically and physically located in their hands; in the words of 

one student: "My hands are everything to me". Second, and intimately connected to this manual 

dexterity and sensitivity, was a particular way of seeing (Goodwin, 1994, 1995), developed to a 

high degree of sophistication, and attuned to features such as the synthesis of colours, the 

relationship between objects, the configuration of different shapes, the complexities of light etc. 

Whilst this expertise is brought into the research arena, it alone cannot guarantee successful 

completion of a PhD. To achieve the latter, students need to acquire expertise in the craft 

practices (Mills, 1975) of research. However, as previously depicted, there exists a tension
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between conceptions of their emotionally-charged creative identity, and the more rationalist and 

objectivist canons and procedural framework integral to research craft, at least in terms of how 

this is presented to students

As the research journey progresses, students struggle with developing this new academic craft. 

On one level this requires an understanding and acceptance of research as a particular 

paradigm, with its philosophical foundations, requirements (usually of validity, reliability etc) and 

processes (data accumulation, analysis etc). Students must also engage with theoretical and 

conceptual thinking and its application to their making. On a less abstract level, they have to 

acquire the practical competencies involved for instance in doing interviews, constructing 

studio/workshop analytic notes on practice, searching archives, and so on. Given the salience 

of their creative self and the knowledge that has been imparted to them about research, the 

interviews revealed that their conceptions and fears of research centred upon the fact that it was 

perceived to be an essentially technical and/or mechanical process, with the potential to 

constrain and even endanger their creativity. Their struggle then was not just with the leaning of 

new skills and competencies, but crucially also with the development of a self-conception which 

would allow the accommodation of this very different set of activities. What transpired was the 

modification of identity in relation, and in response, to their research.

Students who managed this transformation successfully, learned to develop an affinity between 

their practice and their research on that practice. These students came to realise that their 

new research craft was itself creative, in ways which they had not previously understood or 

envisaged. More crucially, they reached a stage where they felt they were creative in the 

actual analysis of their practice. This constituted a process of discovery and was depicted in 

various narrative forms, including the development of a perspective on the research process as 

a creative act . This was achieved very gradually as students came to recognize similarities 

between what they made, and the research process itself. So, they acknowledged that their 

making followed a developmental cycle, from initial ideas, through selection of materials,
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design, construction, revision, to final production. An analogous process could be detected in 

the research program. Students also came to realize that this process was not in fact a purely 

mechanical one, but one which required considerable innovation, change and adaptation:

"When I work, I use lots of different materials and I build one shape or a series of them 

and what I enjoy is the challenge of getting the different materials to fit and getting the 

relationship between each shape and its neighbour to fit. In trying to make sense of the 

work and document it, I have been playing around with different theories and concepts, 

like synchronicity and serendipity, and I have realised it's sort of similar in terms of 

process. By doing that I have begun to grasp how my work actually 'works', and I can 

see the overall pattern of its development, so in that sense it's also a creative process... I 

play around with the physical materials and I play around with different kinds of, I 

suppose mental materials, so I can construct explanation."

Along with the acknowledgement of research as a creative process, another narrative of 

discovery was generated concerning the analytical writing. With few exceptions, those 

interviewed could not be considered skilled in analytical writing. Their previous education (at 

undergraduate and Master's levels) had placed great emphasis on communication via making, 

with little requirement for written communication. Students were well aware of their lack of 

facility in this medium and were initially very uncomfortable with written analysis, and unsure of 

its role as a medium of expression. As one put it: "I'm not self conscious about the drawing but 

I'm self-conscious about the writing because it's not my language."

Incrementally, via much struggle and hard work, students develop a facility in analysis in the 

written text in one form or another. This constitutes a vital developmental step, for without 

analysis, all the other activities of research cannot be fully communicated. Interestingly, 

students often characterized this new skill of writing in terms of a positive change in the use 

of their hands. Previously, the focus of their hands had been with the making, now their hands
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were capable of working at a sophisticated level in another dimension. Whilst individuals did not 

deny a cognitive aspect to their analysis, there was repeated expression of the importance of 

their hands in constructing the analysis. Whilst not following Barthes (1977) entirely in 

entrusting the hand with the task of writing as quickly as possible, and in almost automatic 

fashion before the head is aware of the thought, students certainly described a sense of flow in 

the physicality of their writing:

"Gradually it's got better and I can tell it's not just because I have got chapters written 

which have been approved by__ (supervisor). It's also because my hands no longer 

feel clumsy when I write, I can get a flow going, it's not disjointed like it used to be. I have 

a sense now of how writing in an academic fashion can be creative, whereas before I 

instinctively felt it was 'dead' and not my thing at all."

Perhaps surprisingly in an age of technological advancement, few of those interviewed created 

text initially on computer screen. Instead, the vast majority chose to use more traditional means 

(notebooks, logs, diaries, etc), and then transfer the handwritten draft to computer.

Students often compared the process of developing proficiency at analytic writing with previous 

experiences of being novices in art and design, or perhaps when they had changed one creative 

medium for another (drawing to design, etc). They recalled their struggle to become skilled at 

the new activity, and experiencing reduced powers of expression. Once again they recognized 

an affinity between their making and the processes of research. This then changed their 

previous conceptions of research as a 'deadening' activity which limited or threatened their 

creative selves. They began to develop a particular construction of research, they engaged in 

analytic, academic writing and thereby discovered that research was not beyond their abilities, 

and more importantly not antithetical to their practice, and its essence, their creativity. From this 

discovery flowed other kinds of narrative, which helped them further to identify with the role of 

researcher and to incorporate this into their conception of self. As Richardson (1994: 516) has
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noted in relation to the power of writing: "Writing is also a way of 'knowing' - a method of 

discovery and analysis. By writing in different ways, we discover new aspects of our topic and 

our relationship to it."

Narratives of empowerment and transformation

The gradual development of competence in the research craft begins to generate confidence in 

that craft. The result is that students found themselves intellectually and aesthetically boosted 

by their newly acquired and hard won research expertise, and this was expressed via various 

narratives of empowerment, for example, around their confidence in general research 

proficiency. Empowerment was also experienced in relation to the skilled use of the tools of 

research (theory, concepts, techniques and so) which could actually aid creative output in a 

number of ways. One of these narratives of empowerment centred upon the development of 

insight into the individual's own making, which in turn produced new ideas for innovative work:

"I have been working as an artist for ten years and I've found actually that this (PhD) has 

benefited the way I work. It's impacted upon how I go about the process of making work 

which is a valuable thing. I know I am more sort of vigorous in terms of understanding 

why I choose particular images of subjects, and how I interpret them in relationship to 

myself. I've found that kind of understanding has helped me move the work in certain 

profitable directions."

These kinds of narratives focus upon the advantages in aesthetic terms of developing a capacity 

to analyze individual creative method, as opposed to fearing the analytic mode. A second 

empowering narrative stressed the benefit of gaining a deeper appreciation of the wider creative 

context in which individual making was situated. An in-depth understanding of the histories of 

culture, theory, and of particular major innovators in an individual's area, were all felt to be 

valuable resources gleaned via doctoral study. Such resources allowed students fully to situate 

themselves and to contextuaiise their work within their intellectual and aesthetic pedigrees. By
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coming to comprehend, in great detail, how their work was constructed, its intellectual locus, 

why it was being propelled in certain directions, and so on, the relationship to that work changes. 

Students understand the totality of their work, and this comprehension generates another 

narrative of empowerment, relating to the capacity to articulate, to voice their work, both to 

themselves and to their public. So, analytic confidence, rooted in a thorough understanding of 

their work in terms of decisions and choices made, its precise amalgamation of elements, and 

its contextual or historical place, produces and sustains a more developed capacity to articulate 

and justify the making:

"A few years ago at shows of my work or when giving a talk about it, I was sort of a 'straw 

woman'... I would talk about my work but there was always a gap in my understanding of 

it, and of my place in it. I was always uneasy with that state of affairs, a fear of getting 

caught out. Now I know my work much better, and I understand my place in it, how I am 

with it, where I am going with it and why. When I give talks now it is a much easier 

process because I understand all that, and therefore I can justify all that in public."

In turn, this insight was felt to have enhanced students' understanding of their creative self. 

Students generated narratives which charted the process of developing insight into the very 

motives which helped propel their creativity. This particular narrative emphasized not only their 

satisfaction at developing new analytic tools, but also their surprise upon realising that a partial 

transformation of self had occurred:

"Well, when I started (the PhD) I saw myself as someone who was trying to push the 

boundaries of the work, and it was very much just jumping into it, that was my style. I'm 

still jumping in, but I now use a set of tools I didn't have before, and I like using them 

because I'm more focused, systematic, even precise and I feel my work has got more 

weight now.... I'm pretty sure I wouldn't have previously described myself as being like 

that, so I know I've changed in a way I had not expected."
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These narratives of transformation describe the incorporation of the researcher component into 

the self-images students held. A process of biographical change had occurred whereby the 

activity of research, in all its dimensions, had been accepted as meaningful in itself. This, 

interviewees felt, worked to enhance their creativity. In effect, students embarked on a narrative 

journey which can be charted as follows (recalling that the apparent linearity is for analytic 

purposes only). The original narratives of confusion and constraint resulted in the production of 

narratives of sacrifice and risk, as creative capacity seemed to be under threat. However, whilst 

grappling with these threats, students uncovered a creative dimension to the research process 

which they portrayed via narratives of discovery. Narratives of empowerment emerged, as 

newly-developed analytic powers were found to enhance their making. The deeper appreciation 

of the totality of their work in turn produced a greater understanding of the creative self, resulting 

in narratives of change and identity transformation.

Conclusion

The students' transformational journey is of course social, for as Mead (1934) long ago pointed out, 

audience response and validation is vital for the construction, maintenance and change of individual 

identity. The interviews revealed that, perhaps not surprisingly, such validation was primarily sought from, 

and provided by fellow students, together with PhD supervisors, as students constructed, 'performed', and 

communicated their partially transformed selves. The students subsequently engaged in interactional 

practices with their audiences which helped substantiate the new self. This resulted in a 'dialectic of 

identification' (Jenkins, 1996: 20) with their new-found role of creator-researcher.

Upon commencing their doctoral study, students already possess a set of practical dispositions (action), 

perceptions and motivations. This form of essentially embodied resource, the habitus (Bourdieu, 1990: 55) 

is situated within the general field of art and design. Problem-solving entails what Bourdieu has termed: 'a 

feel for the game', which allows the individual to adopt the right strategies and make the correct decisions in 

the act of making. As portrayed, during the process of doctoral study, students also begin to get a feel for
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the game of research, which is situated within the field of higher education (Bourdieu, 1988), and in turn to 

solve their research problems. Students therefore construct and inhabit a form of synthesized habitus. 

On the one hand, this synthesis involves formally transmitted technical expertise, such as knowledge about 

the temperatures at which materials (glass, metal, clay etc) transform, or how to run software packages. On 

the other hand, it involves the assimilation of what Polanyi (1983) has termed 'tacit knowledge', for 

example, familiarity with the kind of shapes in to which certain materials can be sculpted; knowing when to 

ask a particular kind of interview question. The newly-formed habitus then provides the bedrock of 

practice from which students construct the identity of creator-researcher. In terms of identity salience 

(Stryker, 1987); it is this ordering of the role with which they identify, rather than that of researcher-creator. 

This is perhaps not surprising, given the relative weight of biographical time and energy devoted to the 

making and to the research respectively.

This paper has attempted to describe and examine the sense-making activities of students as they struggle 

to adapt to the unfamiliar terrain of research, and to integrate it with their creative practice. The various 

student narratives depicted above cohere to form the overarching narrative of personal change, which 

recounts the partial transformation of identity both to the self as audience and to other, external audiences. 

As Sparkes (1996) has noted, narratives are not evenly distributed within contemporary industrial society, 

different individuals and groups having differential access. In the case of the students interviewed, those 

narratives of disturbance (confusion, constraint), or enhancement (discovery) of their making, were 

accessible due to their membership of the occupational/educational community of artists/designers. In 

contrast, some of the other narratives employed, such as those of sacrifice, risk, and empowerment (Miller, 

1998; Green, 1997; Seymour, 1998) proliferate within the wider culture.

In terms of identity, as Kickbusch (1988) has pointed out, taking certain risks may be essential to the 

construction of particular social identities. For the students studied, the risk of doing research was 

perceived to lie in the potential damage to their practice, and consequently to the creative self. Given the 

centrality of creativity to their conception of identity, this risk was a considerable one. For the majority of 

students, resolution of this threat was achieved by the development of new perspectives and insight into the
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creative possibilities within the research process itself, so that artistry and analysis were successfully 

combined. At this watershed in their educational career, a highly significant change in student identity 

occurred, as they began, slowly and often falteringly, to incorporate the role of researcher into their 

repertoire. This may well have ramifications for the design of research training programmes for practice- 

based doctoral students in art and design, and also for the training of their supervisors. Some of the 

problems specific to the supervision of art and design research degrees have been charted elsewhere 

(Hockey & Alien Collinson, 2000). It may, for example, be beneficial for supervisors to encourage students 

to conceptualise research as a creative activity per se, from a very early stage in their research degree 

careers. The particular needs of art and design doctoral students with regard to different forms of academic 

writing (Hockey & Alien Collinson, 2000), and the possibility of cooperation and collaboration (Barthes, 1987) 

in the writing process, might also be worthy of consideration, always within the mandatory requirement for 

the doctoral thesis to be independently Grafted and written, of course.
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This paper examines the importance of narrative activity in the construction of the injured and 
rehabilitated sporting body and the successful reconstruction of positive athletic identity. It is 
based on autoethnographic research undertaken by the authors, both of whom are middle/long 
distance runners, during a two-year period of injury and gradual rehabilitation. The paper 
delineates certain narratives which were generated during the process of injury and recovery, 
commencing with narratives of suffering and sacrifice, through those of pilgrimage and blame 
to the more positive narratives of compensation and subsequent empowerment and progress. We 
examine the role played by these narratives in enabling us to make sense phenomenologicallv of 
our injuried bodies, to achieve momentum and to maintain positive running identities in the face 
of threat to the running selves. Via narrative exchanges, as 'co-tellers' we achieved a high degree 
of inter subjectivity which was crucial to our eventual return to full running fitness and athletic 
identity.

Introduction

^s a recent review has indicated (Wiese-Bjornstal et al.
998), there currently exists a developing body of
sychological and sociological literature on sport injury.
i the field of psychology, for example, various models
ave been developed, cognitive processes tested, and
notional responses gauged. From a sociological perspec-
"e, researchers have examined various factors influencing
sponse to injury including inter alia socialisation
'Ocesses (Curry, 1993), the particular kinds of culture
Hounding specific sports (Frey, 1991; Shaffer, 1996:
'ane, Greenleaf & Snow, 1997), the influence of social
toorks (Nixon, 1992), and gender (Young & White,
95; Young, White & McTeer, 1994; Messner, 1992).
cent years have seen the emergence of a literature within

sociology of sport and health which examines
Wives of the injured sporting body.
"he importance of narrative activity has been empha-
'd by many, including those who contend that narrative
self are in fact inseparable in that narrative is born out
"Perience and simultaneously gives shape to experience
k& Capps, 1996). The narrative method of analysis
^s on how people organise and assign meanings to

e*perience and the analysis of narrative allows an

exploration of how particular identities are constructed. 
Narratives or stories also attempt to combine the social 
with the personal (Coffey & Atkinson, 1996). for, as 
Sparkes (1999) has noted, personal stories are intimately 
linked to the cultural and subcultural resources which 
actors possess. In his recent review of the literature on body 
narratives, Sparkes raises a series of issues for future 
research, including the need, in relation to injured sporting 
bodies, to ascertain "the conditions that shape whether an 
athlete reconstructs a positive identity or sinks into 
depression".

This constitutes one of the central themes of this paper, 
in which we examine some personal narratives which were 
(and to a lesser extent still are) generated during a period 
when both of the authors suffered from running injuries. By 
doing so. we hope to portray in some of their complexity 
our particular narrative constructions of injury and 
rehabilitation. Our aim is to contribute new perspectives 
to the developing literature on narratives of sporting injury, 
in three principal ways. Firstly, much of the cited research 
has used elite athletes as subjects (Sparkes, 1996; Young & 
White, 1995; Brock & Kleiber, 1994). In contrast, all we 
can claim is "club runner" standard, and we are perhaps 
more typical of the mass of individuals who commit 
themselves to the pursuit of distance running and,

95
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consequently, on occasion have to contend with resultant 
injury. Secondly, in contrast to much of the research, which 
has focussed upon athletes who are unable to attain their 
pre-injured sporting status, (Sparkes, 1996, 1998; Brock & 
Kleiber, 1994; Young & White, 1995), our research charts 
the successful transition from the injured sporting body to 
the rehabilitated state. Finally, the recent literature on 
narratives usually involves researchers in the interviewing 
of injured athletes (Brock & Kleiber, 1994; Sparkes, 1998) 
or the recounting of their own experiences of being injured 
at sport (Sparkes, 1996, 1999; Sparkes & Silvennoinen, 
1999). Both of these approaches rely largely upon the 
recollection of events long after their occurrence. In contrast 
our approach is based upon the daily collection of data 
during the actual process of injury and rehabilitation.

Auto-Ethnography

Our approach in this paper is autoethnographic (Hayano, 
1979; Ellis, 1997; Hayano, 1982; Young, 1991; Reed- 
Danahay, 1997; Okley & Callaway, 1992; Van Maanen, 
1995; Coffey, 1999; Sparkes, 2000). As the literature 
indicates, auto-ethnography may have very different usages 
for those who employ it as a research method. For example, 
some researchers' primary concern is the autobiographical 
(Brandes, 1982; Deck, 1990), involving the portrayal of an 
individual life. In contrast, for other autoethnographers the 
emphasis is essentially ethnographic (Pratt, 1994; 
Strathern, 1987; Dorst, 1989). The stories of autoethno 
graphers are of particular ethnographic interest as they 
inevitably reveal information about the writer's member 
ship of social groups and categories and immersion in 
particular social processes. For us, the ethnographic process 
involves combining fieldnotes with "headnotes" (Sanjek, 
1990). The self and the ethnographic field are for us 
symbiotic, and in effect this combination constitutes the 
pivot of our analysis (Coffey, 1999). Our individual and 
collective selves are integral parts of the ethnographic field, 
and the link between the two is forged by the writing. This 
writing is personal, highly reflexive and aimed at giving 
analytical purchase to the autobiographical so as adequately 
to portray the ethnographic field.

In order to contextualise the events to be described, it is 
first of all necessary to make visible some "accountable" 
knowledge in terms of our athletic biographies (Stanley, 
1990). Collectively, we have a background of distance 
running which ranges over 5-mile races to marathons. This 
has required a commitment to training 6 or 7 days a week, 
on occasion twice a day, for 15 years and 34 years 
respectively. Moreover, we have been training together for 
fte past 13 years. We are by now "veteran" runners and 
our involvement in this activity mirrors Stebbins' (1982) 
concept of "serious leisure", which involves considerable 
Personal effort, knowledge and training, but also produces 
benefits in terms of physiology and social-psychology, as 
*e identity with being "distance runners", and interact 
with others who display a similar level of commitment to 
to activity (Prus, 1996; Robbins & Joseph, 1980). At the

time of the specific injuries central to this account, we were 
training six days a week, for at least an hour a day, in the 
evening after work. In November 1997, during the same 
wind-swept week, we both suffered knee injuries, 
occasioned by having to train in the winter dark. It was 
apparent at the onset of these injuries that they did not 
constitute the usual small niggles which plague the habitual 
runner. Consequently, we rapidly arrived at a collective 
decision systematically to document our response to these 
injuries, our principal motive being to achieve something 
positive out of a negative experience.

Data Collection, Analysis and Portrayal

The decision to document our engagement with knee 
injuries presented no particular difficulty in terms of actual 
documentation, for the keeping of training logs is a 
common practice amongst athletes. Usually these logs 
document the kind of training taking place at any particular 
juncture, and include details of timings, distances, terrain 
type, weather conditions, and brief notes on the subjective 
experience. So the discipline of recording daily training 
was already in situ. In place of training logs we constructed 
"injury-rehabilitation logs" to record our individual and 
collective engagement with the injured state, and our 
attempts to regain sufficient fitness to run again.

We each constructed a personal log, and a third 
collective log synthesised the salient common themes 
which were emerging, together with any differences in our 
individual adaptation to and management of the injured 
state. The recording of our experiences was done via micro- 
tape recorders which we carried around during the day, and 
which also accompanied us during daily attempts at 
rehabilitation. We each transcribed these recordings as 
soon as practicable (usually in lunch hours and at 
weekends), and then constructed the logs detailed above. 
Creating our joint log, within which analytical themes and 
concepts were generated, was effected via a form of the 
constant comparative method (Glaser and Strauss, 1967). 
For example, if one of us had documented a particular 
narrative theme, we would search the other's log for a 
similar theme. We would then interrogate each other as to 
the precise composition of that theme, its boundaries and its 
connections to other themes already generated. Thematic or 
conceptual differences between our accounts were identi 
fied and, wherever possible, reconciled, in terms of 
definition. Where no analytical reconciliation proved 
achievable, we accepted the difference and recorded it as 
an atypical case. Subsequently, we explored the reasons for 
the difference and the impact, if any, upon the process of 
handling our injuries. Individually we have acted as (and 
continue to do so) the "primary recipient" (Ochs & Capps, 
1996) of the other's data, providing regular feedback and 
critique. This paper is a product of this particular method; 
the data, collected over a 2-year period from 1997-99, are 
extracted from our joint fieldnotes.

In the paper we present certain narratives centred upon 
our injured running bodies, and illustrate how these
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jjves helped us to construct our injured and
gently rehabilitated selves. Sparkes (1999) has
jjbed a number of ways of using narratives in relation
piling activity. These include: paradigmatic, structural,
^js of narrative itself and self narratives. Here, we
^e a number of these approaches, using the central
$ which emerged from our data and illustrating them
,corporating the feelings and subjective experiences of
.injured. These are presented within a chronological
jure of events which constitutes the "career" of our
jdual and collective journeys from injury to rehabilita-
allowing us to portray the temporal sequence of events
developed. Whilst the story has been constructed from
iotes, we have also attempted to write the overarching
lounecting narrative in a style intended to evoke the
lie of emotion which pervaded at the time. Where
(donsfrom fieldnotes are provided, these are verbatim.
is where the narrative begins.

 atives of Suffering

tr has come with a vengeance and into the dark, wet
old nights we have been running, fluorescent jacketed
igures, encased in woollen hats, gloves and thermal
, hugging the lit edges of parks, traffic-quiet roads,
pg up the nightly miles, looking forward to the
Bid when we can again run in the light. Along we run,
uncurtained windows displaying couches full of
lion viewers resplendent in their comfort; past the
pub drinkers, convincing ourselves of our difference:

are out here, "they" are in there, convincing
ives of our small madness, our obsession, our
lined commitment to the activity which perplexes
i, family, and the bystanders who sometimes gaze
sly or hurl minor abuse.
: *ind from the West has been blowing hard all
, hammering the trees on the parks, cascading
ies downwards, making the footfall hazardous and
ling difficult to sustain with any great rhythm.
15 is problematic on the often dimly-lit and badly
routes we chart night after winter night. Then there
t"awful week" when we were both stopped literally
tocks. On Tuesday she stumbles over foliage and
B'y limps through the remaining mileage, whilst on
ne ends up slipping on a mud patch and shuffles
'e'y home, swearing profusely. We sit, shocked,
'plating our injured knees, packed with ice, telling
« firmly, "it will be all right". Shocked because it
""possibly have happened to both of us in the same
wcked because by coincidence we both have
"othe same part of our running bodies. We tell each
1 do the right thina". "be sensible"; so we lower
*% of the training, consume anti-inflammatory
""1 for the next month we stagger and wince our

t0u§h the usual training mileage. For us this
111111 training constitutes being "sensible". We still
'Vtin the miles" in order to feel better after the
"tfthe working day. to sustain the fitness levels and

above all else because this is what we do, and in a 
fundamental way this is who we are. In addition to our 
other roles of sociological researchers, lovers, son or 
daughter, brother or sister, we are runners.

Distance running frequently entails a high degree of 
discomfort, either from the sheer fatigue of completing the 
requisite daily mileage or undertaking the sudden bursts of 
speed work or hill repetitions during which the body 
operates in anaerobic mode and is subjected to periods of 
"oxygen debt". As a serious runner, one comes to accept 
this level of pain or discomfort as normal; one may not like 
it, but one tolerates it in order to be able to run the distance 
and to race with some degree of efficiency. However, our 
knee pain is an altogether different phenomenon, for the 
pain is of a different order and provides no positive return 
for our suffering.

Over the month the pain increases for both of us, the 
injuries are not responding to the new regime and insist on 
subverting all our efforts to adhere to the original 
programme. In effect the injuries shout at us constantly to 
stop, extending their malign influence incrementally from 
running into walking, sitting and even sleeping. We take to 
bed cushions to place between our afflicted knees in order 
to keep the pressure off the injured parts, so as to be able to 
sleep. Eventually, we are forced to concede that we can no 
longer manage the same level of training, for the knees 
swell habitually. All attempts resolutely to maintain the 
running programme finally unravel and reach an ultimate 
low point. It is during this period that we begin the 
construction of narratives of suffering. We frequently 
describe to one another the nature of the physical pain, 
conferring over it, comparing it, contrasting it. When one of 
us sees the other wince or grimace, s/he becomes anxious, 
alarmed, frustrated by feelings of impotence, unable to 
help, yet at the same time plagued by a similar pain.

The pain is not, however, limited to the physical 
dimension, for we also begin to suffer the "mortification" 
(Goffman, 1976) of our "gloried" athletic selves (Adler & 
Adler, 1989; Kleiber & Brock, 1992) as gradually even the 
normal, routine physical activities taken for granted by 
most people, are rendered problematic:

Jacquelyn: You know B ...?
John: The women who works with the ... committee?
Jacquelyn: (nods) Well, I was on my way to the 

committee and she came alongside me and 
when we started to climb the stairs she just left 
me! The only way I could go up was by 
keeping the bad knee straight and using the 
other knee to power up. I thought 'brilliant, 
dropped off the back on the stairs by a non- 
runner, who smokes and is overweight'. That 
really made my day.

In addition to the small, daily examples of such 
mortification, the remembered golden past also presented 
a further stark contrast with the denigrated present, as the 
following extract from John's log reveals:

This decision to treat these knee injuries as a sociological 
project got me looking back at all the old training diaries I
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haven't dug out for years. I came across an entry for a 
Sunday at Lancaster in early October 1978 which read: 
"Out on the fells this morning for over 3 hours, up to 
Clougha on the road, then up to its summit, over to 
Wardstones and on to Caton Moor, down to Halton and 
back to campus on the canal. Weather dipped out after an 
hour, rained heavily, wind came up, not enough gear on, 
didn't notice it much as I was really flying and it'seemed 
easy". That is hard to read at the moment, it's like it's 
about somebody else. I don't expect that ease of running in 
my fifties but I suppose despite slowing down over the 
years there has been continuity, each time I have run it has 
kept the thread with the past. This knee fiasco means I 
contrast now with the past and it's painful to have sunk to 
this level of being a "crock", but also strangely because as 
I am now not running it is as if I have been disconnected 
with the past, if feels as if I never ran like that somehow. I 
know I did but it's hard given the present state to believe I 
did and that's painful losing that surety.

In acknowledging the demise (temporary, we hoped) of 
the runnning identity, of the "gloried self, we had to 
some extent "fallen from grace", and now were not even 
physically on a par with "ordinary" folk. Via these 
narratives of suffering we communicated to each other the 
physical and emotional pain we were experiencing, and 
within these narratives the injured knee became reified, 
transformed in our discourse to "It". It plagued us, It was 
the cause of all our troubles and because of this, became at 
once divorced from us (cf. Sparkes, 1996), and also 
objectified by us. So whilst It was part of our bodies, as the 
physical pain forced us to acknowledge, It was simulta 
neously not part of us; but rather It was down there, in some 
ill-defined space, leering at us, resisting all our efforts to 
remedy It and to run. The problem with dealing with It was 
further compounded by the fact that the knee injuries 
constituted part of a wider, more encompassing, but 
nebulous IT. This was how we conceptualised fate and its 
power over us and our running. The fateful IT was 
uncontrollable, malicious and capricious; in our minds IT 
had wished upon us the injury by propelling malign forces 
into our lives and producing a confluence of factors (the 
dark, cold, wet, windy night combined with post-work 
fatigue) which resulted in our stumbling and falling into a 
physical and emotionally painful state. Moreover, both the 
hees and the wider IT had betrayed us, and we were 
extremely angry at both It and IT, as testified by the 
vimlent expletives which peppered our discourse. We 
'ailed against the knees and their stubborn refusal to 
ftnction effectively so that we could once again rise above 
fte status of "ordinary" folk; we were grounded 
"letaphorically and physically.

Narratives of Sacrifice

The angry feelings of betrayal were intimately linked to 
Natives of sacrifice which began to flood our conversa- 
"Olis and logs. Previously, our days had been structured by 
Jfc necessary routines. The alarm rings at 6.30 am and we 
N ourselves into each working day, rapidly shovelling

down breakfast cereal, gulping hot tea, grabbing oui 
sandwiches and driving to work in somnolent state. At 
the end of the hard working day, we speed home to prepare 
the evening meal, slam it in the fridge, and then rapidly 
haul on the running gear, scanning the sky in a vain attempt 
to forecast the weather conditions. Should we opt for vest 
or tee shirt, shorts or tights, sun-protection cream or rain- 
top? We mutter to ourselves "maintain momentum", for 
the clock is running and any small delay, such as stopping 
for a cup of tea, or even answering the door bell, will result 
in reduced mileage that evening, so we must MOVE. 
Hurtling out of the door into warm summer evening or chill 
winter night, we head out to do the running business. Post 
running, we must focus on rehydrating the body, stretching 
weary muscles, and then consuming a carbohydrate-rich 
evening meal, whilst re-discovering the outside world via 
the evening news on television. No chance to digest our 
dinner at leisure as we sprint off to wash dishes, 
manufacture tomorrow's packed lunch and take a speedy 
shower. With luck, there is enough time to unwind a little 
before we fall into bed.

Such is the discipline of our working-running life, and its 
combined demands require the sacrifice of the majority of 
our social and leisure time, for apart from at weekends 
there is little space for socialising or leisure activity. Even 
at weekends the training or racing continues and so 
circumscribes opportunities for other more pleasurable 
pursuits. A further consequence is that there remains very 
little time for the normal domestic activities which 
preoccupy our more house-proud friends, relatives and 
neighbours. Domesticity assumes the lowest priority of all, 
and in consequence our home enviroment remains chaotic: 
mounds of training gear litter the house and the kitchen is a 
repository for multiple pairs of training shoes in various 
states.

This is the routine, the discipline of training and its 
impact upon the time we have available after work. Just as 
time is regulated and disciplined, so are our bodies, which 
have been transformed over decades of self-imposed 
repetitive practices into those typical of distance runners, 
with a low body-fat ratio, and gaunt features. Our bodies 
have gradually learnt to adjust to the fatigue levels 
engendered by regular training, and our running minds 
have simultaneously grown stoic in relation to the habitual 
physical rigours. Moreover, in order to train and to race 
effectively, we have long leamt to "fuel" our bodies as 
recommended by the physiological research literature: 
chomping rabbit- like through mounds of vegetables, and 
consuming goodly portions of fruit and complex carbo 
hydrates such as cereals. We glance wistfully at the 
cornucopia of cakes and puddings on display in the cafes 
we sometimes visit on Sunday afternoons, and then settle 
resolutely for the relative virtues of teacakes or scones. We 
suspect we are, in the eyes of our nearest and dearest, 
"sad", but convince ourselves that this way is better for us, 
for our health and for the running.

All these practices of course require great discipline and 
regular sacrifice in the face of culinary, alcoholic, social 
and cultural temptations and the moans of bemused friends
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jjtives who complain jocularly (and sometimes
ly) that we do not love them enough to miss training.
ibis history of discipline, and now plagued by the

ffe respond with anger and fury because none of
'nfices have been to any avail: IT has rejected our
 sand flung them back in our faces. IT has rejected
jipts to do all the right things: assiduously keeping
$es well hydrated; topping up the complex
rdrate levels; training as much as possible on soft
;; following the tedious nightly routine of post-run
jgand mobilising; monitoring the wear patterns of

shoes. All this, and our sacrificial offerings are
unceremoniously; our efforts are scorned and we
jyed! All that sacrifice to IT and here we find
s, injured and making no tangible improvement
a a month of struggle. At this point, a month into
ry process, we hit a collective low point, realising
i objective indicators our attempts at maintaining
ling have taken us nowhere, indeed the knees are
!g even more problematic and dysfunctional.
vely we are distraught at the injustice of it all.
; done nothing wrong; we have done as much as
right, and here we are, damned and downcast.

to concede defeat after one particularly painful,
jered and tearful weekend, in desperation we
ly decide upon the only avenue which might
ly help our recovery.

ves of Pilgrimage

nue led to the quest for professional medical help 
ijured knees. Up to this juncture we had consulted 
of literature on self-help for sports injuries and 
id no plausible diagnosis of our individual 
s, let alone suggested treatments, for a careful 
if the literature found it inadequate and often 
tory. Whilst we were definitely not pursuing any 
cure", we did embark upon a kind of secular 

|t to find a medical professional whose expertise 
Bit in diagnosis and treatment of the problems, 
fc towards this kind of medical encounter were 
and contradictory, as our histories of engagement 
ts medicine professionals were somewhat cheq- 
Kiologically, we recognised that these profes- 
*rc similar to any occupational group and that 
'some individuals would be more competent and 
to others. The problems we were currently 
h§, however, were considerably more severe 
lous running injuries and consequently our 
fee a ferment of optimism and desperation. 
fy ) whoever they were, going to sort out our 
111 Put us on a road to recovery? 
to feverishly to consult fellow runners and other 
'search of recommendations concerning thera- 
taiced in sports injuries. We knew the treatment 

have to be on a private basis, given the 
and the low priority afforded to sports 

^ we repeatedly explained to each other, it was

crucial to find someone who knew her or his business, 
regardless of cost, because the stakes were high; our 
physical and mental health depended upon our return to 
running   and other expenditure, such as household 
repairs, would certainly have to be postponed for another 
year   or three. We had our priorities right, we calculated. 
At this point, we began to recount stories we had heard or 
read of runners who had discovered the "right" person. 
Eventually we tracked down, and arranged appointments 
with, a local sports injuries clinic. The relief of finding a 
physiotherapist and our hopes of a productive outcome 
engendered collective optimism, following our first session 

with her:

John: What do you feel about that then?
Jacquelyn: I feel better that at least I know what it is now, 

it has been 'labelled', and she seemed to know 
her business. It seems straightforward the way 
she put things, she seemed very familiar with 
it. I guess it's a common problem for runners, 
she must have seen a lot of it. What about you?

John: Yeh, it's just a relief to know what it is, I 
suppose it's about 'naming' it, once she did.it, 
I saw it differently, if I look at it right now and 
at least I've got a label, it makes it easier.

Our initial response to the "labelling" of the injuries 
was to interrogate the sports medicine journals in our 
library and to obtain any relevant documentation on the 
specific conditions. There now appeared to be some degree 
of certainty as to our problems and perhaps, we dared hope, 
we were on the way back! Over the next couple of months 
we both faithfully attended the sports injuries clinic for a 
total of 10 sessions, but unfortunately the way back proved 
more than rocky. The knees failed to improve despite the 
use of various physiotherapy modalities (diathermy, 
ultrasound, etc), remedial exercises, and the application 
of support taping to the knees. During this period we 
worked hard at maintaining our collective and individual 
confidence in the therapist. Recovery was going to take 
time, we assured ourselves. We were prepared to be patient, 
to follow the advice of the professional; she was nice, 
enthusiastic and as far as we could tell, well informed. We 
were paying our hard-earned money, living in hope.

However, towards the end of the series of sessions 
confidence began to wane, and the belief that we were 
trusting the "right" person became increasingly difficult to 
sustain in the face of a number of factors. Firstly, the 
injuries were evidently not getting better, pain was still a 
constant companion, and an attempted jog down to the end 
of the road provided a stark reminder of our fall from grace. 
Secondly, as sociologists, we had by this time come to 
observe and understand the social rhythms of the clinic we 
were visiting. The treatment of patients resembled a 
production line, with therapists simultaneously treating 
different patients, rushing from one treatment room to 
another. Sometimes our therapist would exit before the 
scheduled end of session or would arrive late, a state of 
affairs which eventually left us wondering about due care 
and attention. Thirdly and alarmingly, during one of the 
latter treatments, in an attempt to gauge progress, the
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therapist instructed the performance of a certain form of 
squat. This produced a rapid setback and caused increased 
levels of pain to the sufferer for several weeks, doing 
nothing to instil confidence. Moreover, towards the end of 
the course of treatment the physiotherapist also started 
communicating to us the possibility that our conditions 
were beyond her expertise and skills, eventually recom 
mending a "centre of excellence" which specialised in 
knee problems.

At this point it seemed to us that we had no other option 
but to "keep the faith". We consequently tried hard to 
convince ourselves that this was indeed the right move, we 
would seek out the "real" experts. Our decision to follow 
this route was based on the belief that expertise was likely 
to reside in a centre of excellence, and also on information 
which indicated that various elite sports people had 
successfully been rehabilitated at the specific centre. If 
this is where the top athletes attended, we reasoned, this is 
where the best chance of success was bound lie. We had to 
work particularly hard to justify continuing at this point of 
the "pilgrimage", given the exorbitant fees for private 
consultation and treatment, in the absence of private health 
insurance. One of the factors which convinced us to 
proceed was the availability at the specialist centre of a 
magnetic resonance imaging scanner, designed to provide 
images not merely of the skeleton but also of the soft 
tissues. We fervently believed at that point that the 
omnipotent MRI scanner would provide the answers to 
our problems, in identifying our injuries and permitting the 
consultant accurately to diagnose and treat us.

A week or so later we arrive at the Centre to be greeted 
by the orthopaedic consultant, who proceeds to give a 
cursory physical examination of the afflicted limbs. The 
previous diagnoses of the sports physiotherapists are 
immediately discounted and within 10 minutes an 
exploratory operation is forcibly proposed. The unexpect 
edly swift suggestion engenders a high degree of unease in 
both of us as we were expecting a more considered 
examination with the scan as first line of diagnosis. After 
some discussion, we both firmly opt for the MRI scan 
before making a more informed decision regarding an 
exploratory operation. During the wait in the inner sanctum 
which houses the scanner we substantiate the narrative of 
pilgrimage: this is the magic machine which will define all 
our ills, and so we are eager to proceed, eager to obtain a 
result, eager to know and subsequently to have a course of 
treatment. As John commented at the MRI centre:

I am feeling weird, sitting here with the knee enclosed by 
the machine, it's humming away and I have been 
instructed to keep the knee still at all costs. I will be in 
this thing for an hour. This is the 'ju ju' machine, you can 
tell it's special as it's inside its own purpose-built facility, 
in a separate building with a locked door. A technician sits 
on a console which I cannot see, monitoring the machine, 
he tells me nothing, intimating that is the consultant's 
province and not his. He is looking at screens, he is 
looking at pictures of the inside of my knee. Soon the truth 
will be revealed, it must be. I am excited and anxious 
simultaneously.

A few hours later we return to the consultant's office 
where he studies the plethora of images produced by the 
scanner, whilst we watch him closely and with hope. Then 
to our utter disbelief, he tells us, one after the other, that he 
is unable to make any diagnosis from the images. All he 
can do, on the basis of the evidence, is tentatively su°"est 
some possible diagnoses. If we want a more definitive 
outcome, he advises, we must undergo exploratory 
operations on the knees. For several moments we sit there 
dumbfounded, shocked, all our hopes destroyed, silentlv 
questioning ourselves as to what had just happened: "But 
what about the magic machine?" "What the hell was all 
that about?" We press him for something more substantive 
a piece of information, something we can work on, but 
receive nothing but vague comments. We look at each 
other, desperation turning to anger, our eyes beginning to 
smoulder. We reject outright his suggestion of an expensive 
exploratory operation, knowing that for us it would 
constitute a last resort. We retreat into shocked disbelief, 
hardly alleviated when we have to settle the bill in the 
opulently furbished reception area.

Narratives of Blame

In the car on the long journey home a vitriolic tirade erupts, 
increases in intensity and is regularly reprised over the next 
two weeks; a sustained narrative of blame. During this 
period we feel utterly disillusioned, totally deflated, but 
resolutely furious. Firstly, our anger is directed at the 
medical profession for their ineptitude. Despite handing 
over a large amount of hard-earned money for physio 
therapy and the private clinic, we have found the sendee 
sadly wanting. It seems that no medical professional can 
identify the knee problems and all treatment has to-date 
proved totally ineffective. Frustratingly, we find ourselves 
no further forward on the road to recovery and, to add insult 
to injury, we have had to pay for the dubious privilege. 
Secondly, a great deal of fury is self-directed. We regularly 
berate ourselves for our misguided trust in the medical 
profession: how could we have been so stupid and naive? 
We recall a long series of woefully inadequate encounters 
with the medical profession, both in relation to sports 
injuries and to health matters in general. Our own anecdotal 
evidence is supplemented by research findings and press 
accounts of medical incompetence and negligence. Despite 
all the evidence, of which we should have been all too 
aware, to our chagrin and rage we still put misguided faith 
in the medical establishment. Therefore, not only can we no 
longer use our legs as we should, but our mental capacity 
for analysis has been found sadly wanting. We are 
simultaneously "crocked" and stupid, a long way indeed 
from the gloried athletic selves.

There was a third source of blame around which we 
constructed accusatory narratives. Whilst the role of tm. 
fates (the IT) was keenly acknowledged, something less 
nebulous, a more concrete causative agent was also needt 
What emerged was the spectre of work. We had long 
known that our full-time employment was not conducive to
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^ce running, and this had been empirically experi-
jdfor decades by both of us. Three weeks' vacation was
Ingest continuous period of holiday we had enjoyed
- commencing work in academia. Without fail, at the

Of the holiday our training performances would
,ove. Conversely, a great deal of training and racing
over the years been "dead-legged". We regularly felt
^helmed by fatigue as soon as running shoes were
^p. We habitually scoff when reading or hearing
lUnts of professional, full-time athletes who bemoan the
fulties and ardour of their training regimes: "Try it on
Of a full time-job", we ritually chant, for full-time,
jtively demanding work constitutes the dominant
lem in our lives: it drains the energy from our bodies
minds, leaving us too fatigued to train with any
iency, and making a mockery of carefully devised
jng schedules. Running in such a fatigued state
ubtedly heightens the chances of becoming injured.
Jd to our problems, in the winter months we are forced
in in the darkness because of the inflexibility of one of
rark patterns, thereby increasing the chances of an
art. The great majority of our work lives are
ilary, long hours spent sitting at desks, a position
i is known to be highly detrimental to general health
pecifically to injured knees. The pain is noticeably
edonthe weekends when we are able to move around
freely. Although there is considerable investment in
ademic role, this is relatively limited in comparison
amount of investment in our athletic identities. In
of "identity salience" (Stryker, 1987), being a

 plays a dominant role in our lives. The enforced
ce of time, energy and health to our working roles has
btedly deleteriously affected our athletic selves.

itives of Empowerment and Progress

s juncture we were threshing around angrily, 
"toted, still hurting and with no clear direction for 
ty- At rock bottom emotionally, so to speak, at a loss 
wwe were going to get back to running, we had lost 
fetwe would, and we had certainly lost confidence 
medics. In effect, anger drove us out of our 

fency; anger at the forces which had propelled us 
di negativity. This anger made us all the more 
B«l not to lose the connection with the past, with 
1 °f running. We had too much individual and 
Ve biographical investment in being runners, even at 
"> to let this go. Quite formally we decided to seize
*6 were going to sort out the problems, we were

0 do it without anyone's help, to hell with the
with work, with IT! Narratives of empowerment

from this point on as we began to map out our
* to recovery. Initially we decided to make every 
re'ain the discipline of training and we did this by 
""§ "training time". By ring-fencing a specific

tone every day, we sustained the discipline and 
J*1 to running and therefore to recovery. So,

"toning we would walk, increasing the duration

very slowly until we could walk for an hour or more, 
eventually able to stride out rapidly across the parks. This 
sustained but gentler form of exercise almost imper 
ceptibly began to diminish the worst of the pain in the 
knees, as we trudged through the darkness, month after 
wintry month. We also adhered to our normal dietary 
intake, which required of us both large amounts of self- 
discipline and willpower. Plumbing the emotional depths 
released persistent cravings for comfort food of all 
varieties. Both of us experienced the temptation of 
rationales such as, "I'm not training so why should I 
bother with watching what I eat?". The continuation of 
normal, if modified disciplined practices played a funda 
mental part in beginning to re-build positive self images. 
As Jacquelyn noted in her log:

I noticed today that it's 4 months since we have run. What's 
interesting is that neither of us has put on any extra weight, 
so whilst at the moment we can't run or even jog, we still 
look like distance runners. That helps because I can still see 
myself in the mirror and not someone else. I feel that would 
be even more difficult if I couldn't see my proper self. I 
know I can't run at the moment, I know I'm totally unfit for 
running, but it looks as if I am still running. That's 
comforting because objectively I know when I start running 
again the experience will not be as hard as if I were 
carrying surplus poundage. More importantly, I feel I am 
still here. I can see my running self. So because 1 still look 
like I can run, the possibility is I will eventually.

There is an old adage in athletic circles that "runners 
would rather eat gravel than walk", but walk we did   
through the gruelling winter and into the spring which 
turned to summer. Eventually, on weekends we managed to 
test out the knees on local hills, at first with trepidation and 
then later with developing optimism. In the high summer, 
after a month of procrastination, putting off the fateful 
moment, we began a very cautious programme of 
rehabilitating the knees to the point where they would 
tolerate running.

This began with the incorporation into our nightly walk 
of a number of 10-metre jogs, wtih large intervals of time 
in between. After a few months we progressed to repeated 
shuttle runs, and eventually started to build up sustained 
running starting at a duration of one minute, and increasing 
the duration incredibly gradually to over an hour. The 
whole process of rehabilitation took over 2 years. Our 
progression was determined by a rule of thumb, namely if 
the knee was worse on one day we would revert to the 
previous level of intensity and duration. During this long 
period we sustained ourselves with narratives of empower 
ment and progress. We told ourselves that we had seized 
control and what we were doing was making a difference. 
The past was a yardstick against which the present was 
measured, for whenever progress faltered or halted, we 
reminded each other of the dreadful times when we could 
hardly climb the stairs, or when a 100-metre jog was 
deemed a huge success. By this means we maintained the 
momentum of our recovery and whenever we achieved a 
movement forward in terms of running duration or speed, 
we instantly hugged, clapped and cheered each other.
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Success was ritualistically marked, for whenever we 
reached a significant benchmark, such as a 10-minute 
run, the next weekend we would visit a favourite cafe, and 
consume some local delicacy such as bread pudding. Thus 
arose the celebratory "bread pudding" narrative, proof of 
our progress was there in its eating!

Narratives of Compensation

In running terms, the two-year quest to return to fitness 
constituted a relatively extended period of trial and error as 
we sought to adapt our programme to the daily state of our 
knees. During this period various narratives of compensa 
tion emerged. Thus, we constructed from our daily lives 
stories to convince us that this fallow period was not 
entirely unproductive, either in terms of running, or in 
terms of personal and joint development. These stories 
were used to justify our continued involvement in running, 
and also to sustain us psychologically during this period. 
Whilst taking different forms, all these stories tended to 
centre upon the beneficial accumulation of new insight into 
our individual and collective states of being.

One of the most significant of these narratives was that of 
the "natural". Once the evenings had lengthened and our 
walks took us around local parks, we began better to see 
and appreciate the natural environment. Normally, when 
training, there had been little spare energy for awareness or 
enjoyment of the surrounding environment (not surprising 
when one is focussed upon the arduous business of 
running). Gradually, during the evening walks we began 
to appreciate more and more the changing nature of the 
trees, the flowers, and the sky, and our relationship to the 
natural world. This was something we had not had time to 
consider, or more importantly, to feel for decades. This 
generated a realisation that, despite the difficulties, some 
thing valuable might be gained from not being able to run, 
something which was furnishing us with important insight:

I suppose running is primarily about movement and here 
we are this evening, not moving, but standing stock still. 
We were walking around the park doing our circuits as 
usual when we came through the trees and there was this 
brilliant sky, with all sorts of wonderful cloud formations 
and colours. So we just stood there and watched it for 5 
minutes, watched it change, saying, "look at that bit" or 
"do you see that orange", and when we finished looking 
and plodded on again we felt we gained from it. It made us 
feel small but good at the same time. (Jacquelyn)

A further compensatory narrative centred upon our 
individual and collective relationships to our running 
bodies. Throughout the two years we gradually learnt to 
adopt a more compassionate attitude towards our bodily 
selves. Whereas previously (as in the first month of the 
injury) we would have trained on indomitably, regardless 
of pain or other maladies such as heavy colds, we gradually 
developed a less rigid attitude to these matters. We learnt to 
be more flexible toward ourselves and to listen more 
acutely to what our bodies were signalling. From this 
emerged a narrative which was termed, sometimes

sardonically, "doing the best we can", which entailed 
accepting our limitations in whatever circumstances \ve 
found ourselves. For example, whilst on holiday abroad we 
regretfully abandoned our running programme entirely 
because the only terrain available for running was too 
angled and rough to chance risking our vulnerable 
recovering knees. Reluctantly, we agreed to return to 
walking for the holiday period, just doing the best we could 
at that particular juncture. This more flexible approach to 
our physical selves had resulted in a return to the state of 
being a runner: we had not given up, we were back. It had 
somewhat resembled running a marathon: one alwav's 
endures bad patches, but the secret is to persevere, and we 
had done so by learning to listen to our running bodies; we 
had become wiser runners.

Lastly, there was in operation another compensator)' 
narrative, one which stressed what we both had learned 
about our social relationship during the two-year journey to 
recovery. Whilst we had refused to give up on our running 
selves, we had also not given up on each other. Inevitably, 
during the two years of gradual rehabilitation there had 
been bad days and good days and these did not necessarily 
neatly coincide, for the knees of either one of us could not 
always match the daily performance of the other 
Consequently, in order to achieve some democratic 
balance, we evolved another rule of thumb: what one 
could manage on any particular evening, the other (even if 
feeling capable of more) would always follow. This 
agreement sustained a joint rehabilitative momentum 
whilst simultaneously creating an emotional cohesion in 
the face of adversity. Over this protracted period a narrative 
was constructed which stressed that the injuries had 
brought us closer together; we had not fragmented but 
cohered in the face of all the malevolent forces (knees, 
medics, work, IT) assailing us. Neither of us had 
abandoned the struggle when the going was particularly 
rough for the other, as a log note testifies:

Yesterday evening we had a bad patch. We decided to 
incorporate a small pitch (not a hill   in fact it's so small 
that normally when not injured we would not even have 
noticed it) in the running for the first time (after 11 months 
of our programme) and with some trepidation we did so. 
We negotiated the pitch both up and down, everything 
seemed ok, until about 50 yards on my knee began to STAB 
me very sharply. By now I know what that means; it means 
going back weeks in terms of the programme, if not a 
month. I know the different kinds of pain now, and their 
consequences. I pull up quickly taking the weight on my 
good leg, full of dread. I sit on the ground and explode with 
frustration, furious expletives darken the air repeatedly. J 
comes over quickly to give me support. I berate my knee, I 
berate our decision to add in the pitch to the programme 
("idiot, idiot, it was all too soon, I knew we shouldn't have 
done it"). My frustration bubbles over as I glance at the 
micro tape recorder in her hand: "Don't you dare turn that 
f***ing thing on!" She moves around me smoothing me 
down with her words, it takes her an age. I limp home 
awkwardly, she gives me a cuddle on the way. (John)

The above narratives of compensation developed
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over the two years of our rehabilitative 
. and had become firmly embedded by the point 
lie considered we had returned to being runners. As 
jratives of empowerment and progress were 
jed so were the narratives of compensation. Having 
| a point where we asserted control over the process 
ling and recovery, our individual and collective 
ions no longer centred on the negative. The fog of 
ism had been lifted, positive feelings and thoughts 
> possible and compensatory narratives began to 
nnate. Firstly, valuing the natural, followed by 
gto listen to our running selves, and lastly coming to 
Jisation that collectively there had been positive 
in the face of adversity.

imitations of Chronology

i to convey the developmental process of injury and 
itation, we have presented the data in a chronolo- 
jshion. In this way the emergence of the narratives 
Is the temporal framework of the process. On one 
this correlates with the lived reality of our 
aces, for we did construct particular narratives at 
; points in our journey, and these narratives did 
ic our lives for particular periods of time. For 
le, narratives of blame dominated our interaction for 
eeks solid. Very angry and frustrated, we literally 
these stories to each other at every spare moment, 
le are, however, problems with the linear presenta- 
r thedata. As Hammersley & Atkinson (1983) have 
this kind of portrayal implicitly suggests "a more or 
tooth set of transitions from one stage to another'' 
)). Moreover, this form of representation also gives 
ipression that the main narratives within each 
Jar stage of the chronology are confined to those 
The reality of our experience is however consider- 

wre complex. Although specific stages were indeed 
atedby particular narratives, these were not discrete, 
off from other narratives, rather the boundaries were 
ible. As a result, at any particular juncture several 
it narratives might emerge. For example, whilst we 
«control of our rehabilitation, that control was never 
te or unfaltering. Inevitably, over the two-year period 
tre numerous occasions when our belief in the 
8 it alone" approach wavered, and the narrative of 
nage to medical professionals surfaced once more, 
^stances always corresponded with a deterioration of 
IKS so that the remedial programme had to be 
"1 retroactively, and we began to doubt our strategy, 
ta had to work hard to overlay the pilgrimage 
Wwith one stressing autonomy and control. In the 
°fsuch negativity, narratives of blame were liable to 
**$• At one point, for instance, on the journey home 
Nig conference papers, we became trapped on a 
dowded, small train which remained stationary for 
hours due to technical problems. To our intense 

I1011 , the knee problems flared up painfully as a result 
(lr confinement in a bad position. Although this

generated an excoriating tirade against the railway 
companies, the narrative of blame which emerged much 
more powerfuly was focused upon IT. The fates once again 
had determined that we were travelling on that particular 
train, which was too crowded to allow the mobilisation and 
thus protection of our knees. Narratives of suffering 
erupted, followed closely by narratives of sacrifice. The 
time spent (wasted?) undertaking our rehabilition pro 
gramme became the focus of our discontent: "all that time 
and we have been put back months". We then struggled to 
reconstruct a positive narrative of control.

Psychologically, these emotionally-charged instances 
were always very difficult for us; frustration, fear, pain 
and anger all became interwoven. However, objectively we 
knew that our carefully devised remedial practices had 
proved effective. If subsequently we had to reduce our 
running time or revert from constant to intermittent 
running, or even return to fast walking pace, at least we 
were aware of the positive action to take. This confidence 
helped us resurrect the narratives of empowerment and 
progress. We had achieved forward momentum before and 
we could achieve it again. At these points in the journey 
there arose "do you remember when" stories when we 
deliberately strove to recall less advanced stages of the 
recovery process. So, forced to reduce our running time, we 
would revisit, for example, the time when we could only 
walk, or run for 5 minutes. Going back in the programme 
was not so bad. we reasoned, for we had been through more 
difficult stages before and survived. All that was necessary 
was to listen to our own running bodies and we would 
eventually make progress.

Whilst there was some degree of linearity to the 
rehabilitation process and the accompanying narratives, 
there also existed a certain circularity. At times our knees 
would suddenly deteriorate, and we would find ourselves 
propelled down what we termed our "time-tube" to 
experience once again a deluge of difficult emotions and 
their corresponding narratives. Over two years, being flung 
"back in the time-tube" and lodged in this circular loop of 
experience became familiar phenomena. In stark contrast to 
the smooth transition between states of body and stages of 
experience, as sometimes portrayed in the sports injury 
literature, the rehabilitative progress was faltering, jolting, 
and fragmented. Setbacks were encountered regularly, and 
we strove to make sense of, and accord them meaning using 
the narrative resources described above.

Narrative and Positive Momentum

It took us two years to return to the point where we were 
again running at levels of frequency, intensity and duration 
similar to those achieved prior to sustaining the knee 
injuries. During this time, we made sense phenomenologi- 
cally of our injuries (despite receiving no clear medical 
diagnoses) and constructed our own rehabilitative pro 
gramme. We could of course have followed a completely 
different course of action, opting to give up entirely our 
running and racing "careers" and we both feel certain that
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specific factors helped sustain us and influence the 
reconstruction of a positive identity in opposition to a 
slide into depression (Sparkes, 1999).

Our recovery hinged on maintaining positive running 
identities, both individual and collective. We had spent 
decades constructing specific running identities. To under 
take middle- and long-distance running and racing demands 
habitual, disciplined training. The resultant combination of 
discipline and sacrifice has been described above. Neither 
of us has ever won an open race (the best being 4th and 8th 
places respectively), yet in addition to thousands of running 
miles and the time and energy expended, we had over the 
years sacrificed a great deal to this demanding activity, 
from social relationships to (we strongly suspect) career 
advancement.

Determined not to abandon our running selves without a 
considerable struggle, we were aided in that struggle by a 
number of biographical resources. Firstly, we were 
relatively mature runners, in contrast to the young, elite 
performers who predominantly form the focus of the 
research literature (cf. Brock & Kleiber, 1994). Our life 
experiences up to the point of sustaining the knee injuries 
had included inter alia events such as surgical operations, 
bereavement, divorce, bombings and serious road traffic 
accidents. Having survived these episodes, they remained 
fixed in memory as instances of endurance in the face of 
difficulty. In addition, they constituted a narrative resource 
which could be drawn upon during periods of personal 
difficulty, for example during setbacks in the remedial 
programme. Thus we recounted to each other "do you 
remember when" stories, contrasting the current situation 
with previous difficult periods in our lives, in order to 
relativise the knee problems. Surmounting the current 
situation was possible, we asserted, because we had 
successfully come through much more difficult times.

Secondly, the very act of distance running is intimately 
connected with endurance. Tolerating fatigue and pain 
constitute an integral part of the everyday routine of 
distance running. Commensurate with the bodily condition 
ing required by the activity, there occurs a conditioning of 
the mind, as it learns to endure. As Crossley (1995) has 
noted, the mind being inseparable from the body, they 
remain "reversible aspects of the same fabric" (p. 47). 
Hence the mind learns to cope with distance running, and a 
particular kind of stoicism develops as one comes to accept 
physical suffering. During much training and racing one 
inevitably goes through "bad patches" and must learn to 
endure them and to persevere. Our running selves (the 
combination of our bodies and minds) were therefore used 
to enduring and persevering, and our self-images reflected 
this. Enduring and eventually surmounting our injuries in 
order to return to running was then just another trial, even 
though it centrally threatened our running selves. Hence 
when the remedial programme failed to produce any 
progress, or we had to reverse our plans and return to an 
earlier stage, we encountered "bad patches". After a while, 
we recognized the inevitability of this and would invoke 
narratives of endurance and perseverance, for example 
about races in which performances had been so poor and

physical discomfort so acute that it required all our physical 
and mental endurance to continue and finish the race:

The weather has been foul, and combined with the dark, 
there's not much incentive to get out of the door. We are 
walking around the park, but that seems little consolation. 
We know it's the only way back, but it's not running, and 
it's difficult to keep warm! We are getting very jarred off 
with IT all and each other. J told me a story last night about 
finishing a "bad" marathon in Rotherham where he was 
exhausted at 25 miles, and going so slowly that a woman 
pushing a pram overtook him around a roundabout! The 
point of the story was of course all about finishing. The 
time didn't matter, where he came in the field didn't matter; 
what mattered was that he kept going and finished. We have 
a laugh over the story, and plod on. (Jacquelyn)

In addition to the singularly biographical resources 
which we utilised in sustaining our rehabilitation pro 
gramme, there were also narrative resources grounded in 
the specific subculture of distance running. If one "drops 
out" of races in distance running one becomes suspect both 
in relation to peers and, more importantly, to oneself. A 
scintilla of doubt begins to creep into the mind. There may 
well be a sound physiological rationale for abandoning a 
race, but in our experience of the subculture, such logic is 
anathema to runners' perceptions of the qualities which 
characterise real distance runners, the prime one being the 
capacity to endure.

These biographical and subcultural narrative resources 
provided the bedrock for creating and sustaining the social 
psychology necessary for our individual and collective 
recovery. By enduring, we were not just completing our 
rehabilitation programme and moving towards a point 
where we could run freely once more, but also, and more 
fundamentally we were sustaining our running selves, our 
athletic identities. As indicated above, our somatic forms 
remained the same during the rehabilitative process owing 
to the particular kind of diet and exercise regime which we 
imposed on ourselves. Simultaneously, the self images we 
held, which included the tried and tested fortitude to 
endure, were sustained by our continued involvement in, 
and commitment to, the programme. We looked like 
runners to ourselves as audience, and we acted like runners 
by persevering and sustaining momentum, despite the 
regular bad patches, on the road to recovery.

Overlaying this subcultural narrative bedrock were the 
other forms of narrative described above (those of 
suffering, sacrifice, pilgrimage, blame, empowerment, 
compensation), which emerged periodically during the 
process of injury and recovery and which helped sustain 
progress in our recovery. The narrative journey can be 
charted as follows: the articulation of narratives of 
suffering and of sacrifice, to ourselves and to each other, 
obliged us to take stock and acknowledge that our attempts 
to run at that point were proving unproductive. This stark 
realisation initiated the subsequent pilgrimage to medical 
professionals in order to seek expert treatment. When this 
strategy failed, culminating in an extremely expensive 
(both financially and psychologically) fiasco, we con 
structed narratives of blame. These raged on until they
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Jly provoked further positive movement resulting in 
relopment of our own remedial programme via 
>es of empowerment. Throughout the years of the 
onie, we sustained ourselves, particularly during the 
when we could do no running at all, with narratives 
pensation.
is analysis of social momentum, Adler (1981) 
i in some detail its constituent parts. These form a
  feedback system constituted of the following 
ial components: motivation to acquire a goal; a 
f feelings on that goal and a motivational urgency to
 ; a state of arousal which generates energy, leading 
isity of effort; and finally, elevated performance 
sises the quality and/or quantity of achievement, 
irgues that a dynamic, internally circular process 
once these components are in place. In this paper,
 e analysed the interactional momentum of our 
y from sporting injury; a process which entailed all 
mponents which Adler conceptualised. These 
Bnts were evident within the particular narrative 
/hich have been portrayed.

ision

alysis of our autoethnographic data reveals a
( interweaving of narrative resources as we moved
: point of incurring the injuries to the stage where
.d again sustain an hour's running. Some of these
e resources are idiosyncratic in terms of our
ly, whilst others are grounded in the subculture of
runners. In contrast, some of the narratives to

we had recourse, such as those of suffering
iz, 1983), sacrifice (Miller, 1998) pilgrimage
& Walter, 1993), blame (Green, 1997), compensa-
ie, 1998) and empowerment (Seymour, 1998), exist
he wider surrounding culture .
squently, some of these narratives will be available
' injured athletes, whilst others will not, for, as
authors have noted, narratives are not equally
ed within modern society (Shorter, 1993; Sparkes,
he narratives we used allowed us to make sense of
'ed state and eventually to generate the momentum
 ealing. Of particular importance in generating and
ig this momentum was the narrative interaction
the two of us, of which we can claim no typicality,
Wity to others. Athletes usually sustain injuries on
Mr if there are other injured athletes with whom
in close contact, it is unusual for injuries to affect
body parts simultaneously. In addition, it is highly
that the injured athletes will actually live together
me household.
wes are above all interactional achievements and 
B acted as the "co-teller" for the other (Ochs & 
"96, p. 31). This involved a good deal of 
)nal work in questioning or affirming the other's 
s> and the co-teller role was fundamental to 
? momentum towards recovery (Duranti & 
1 '986). Although we cannot claim that either of

us could completely enter into the experience of the other, 
via our narrative exchanges we did achieve a high degree of 
intersubjectivity in relation to each other's feelings about 
injury and recovery. What this allowed was a fully social 
voice for each of us; a voice which we both understood was 
being acknowledged in a highly empathetic way. The result 
of this co-telling was that neither of us suffered any 
significant degree of isolation when in either the injured or 
recovering state. We are convinced that this capacity to 
give voice to, and to be understood, was fundamental to our 
eventual return to running. Without the active, receptive 
presence of the other as audience, we suspect that our 
rehabilitation may have been significantly slower and more 
problematic. Having decided to sever our relationships with 
health care professionals whose advice and treatment had 
proved so inadequate, we in effect each assumed the role of 
sports therapist and counsellor, providing both emotional 
support and critical advice. We enthused, empathised, 
sympathised, critiqued, berated, cajoled and motivated each 
other towards recovery. Our experience confirms the 
accuracy of the call by various researchers (Brock & 
Kleiber, 1994; Petitas, Brewer & Van Raalte, 1996; 
Sparkes, 1998) for health care professionals to seek to 
gain an in-depth understanding of the illness narratives of 
injured athletes, in order to produce more effective 
strategies of remedial intervention.
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Running Into Injury Time: 
Distance Running and Temporality

Jacquelyn Alien Collinson
University of Gloucestershire

Despite a growing body of research on the sociology of time and, analogously, on the soci 
ology of sport, to date there has been relatively little sports literature that takes time as the 
focus of the analysis. Given the centrality of time as a feature of most sports, this would 
seem a curious lacuna. The primary aims of this article are to contribute new perspectives 
on the subjective experience of sporting injury and to analyze some of the temporal dimen 
sions of sporting "injury time" and subsequent rehabilitation. The article is based on data 
derived from a 2-year autoethnographic research project on 2 middle/long-distance run 
ners, and concludes with some indicative comments regarding the need for sports physio 
therapists and other health-care practitioners to take into account the subjective temporal 
dimension of injury and rehabilitative processes.

En depit d'un nombre croissant d'etudes en sociologie du temps et, de maniere analogue, en 
sociologie du sport, il existe jusqu'a maintenant peu de recherches sportives centrees sur le 
temps. Etant donne la centralite du temps dans la plupart des sports, cette lacune est 
surprenante. Le but principal de cet article est d'apporter des perspectives nouvelles sur 
1'experience subjective de la blessure sportive et d'analyser les dimensions temporelles du 
«temps de la blessure» et de la readaptation subsequente. L'article est fonde sur des donnees 
derivees d'une recherche auto-ethnographique de 2 ans sur 2 coureurs de longue distance. 
L'article se termine par des commentaires sur la necessite, pour les physiotherapeutes sportifs 
et autres professionnels de la sante, de prendre en compte la dimension temporelle subjec 
tive de la blessure et des processus de readaptation.

As indicated by a recent review of the research literature (Wiese-Bjornstal, 
Smith, Shaffer, & Morrey, 1998), there is a developing body of psychological and 
sociological literature on sport injury. From sociological and anthropological per 
spectives, researchers have examined various factors influencing response to in 
jury including inter alia socialization processes (Curry, 1993; Curry & Strauss, 
1994; Walk, 1997), the cultures surrounding specific sports (Frey, 1991; Howe, 
2001; Krane, Greenleaf, & Snow, 1997; Shaffer, 1996), the influence of social 
networks (Nixon, 1992), gender (Messner, 1992; Young & White, 1995; Young, 
White, & McTeer, 1994) and identity (Sparkes, 1996). Strangely, however, rela 
tively little of this material devotes much analytic attention directly to the phenom 
enon of time as a feature of the sporting injury process. One can find some mention 
in the psychological literature, in terms of mood measurement of athletes during 
injury time (Wiese-Bjomstal et al., 1998, p. 52), whereas other research charts
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individual athletes' particular history of injury (Curry, 1993; Sparkes, 1998). In 
the sociological and anthropological literature on sports and physical activity, there 
are some interesting references to time in, for example, Sands' (1995) ethnography 
of sprinters, Smith's (2002) work on the temporal characteristics of the social world 
of running, Wulff's (1998) anthropological work on ballet dancers, the notion that 
time in sport is not contiguous with "normal" time (Segrave, 2000), and the nature 
and role of time and space in sport in general (Eichberg, 1998; Shore, 1994). For 
the most part, however, as has been noted, "In a nutshell, analytical problems of 
space and time are more pretexts to sociological studies than really their object" 
(Metoudi, 1994, p. 370).

At first consideration, this appears somewhat curious given the centrality of, 
indeed often the fixation with, time in most sports, and what Eichberg (1998, p. 
153) has termed "the hegemonic race-and-stop-watch model." Phrases such as time 
out, extra time, injury time, sin-bin time, and so on, testify to the importance of 
certain conceptions of time within sport. Additionally, injury time, in its broader 
sense of the period during which sportswomen and sportsmen are unable to pursue 
their activity due to injury (or are unable to participate fully), has a significant 
negative impact on the individual, on a range of levels, including the economic, 
social, and psychological. This is in addition to any potential long-term health 
consequences resulting from the physical injury. Yet on reflection, this relative 
absence of research on sport time or, more specifically, on injury time, is perhaps 
less surprising for, as Adam (2000) has noted, there is still a propensity for social 
time to be unproblematized and treated by many researchers as a neutral medium 
within which events simply take place. As a consequence, there is much research 
still to be done on the subjective experience of time within sports and its social 
construction in general (Yakura, 2001).

As various writers have emphasized, the social construction of time and 
its management varies between individuals, groups, and organizations (Bluedorn 
& Denhart, 1988), being differentiated into a "multiplicity of 'loci' of 
sociotemporal orders" (Zerubavel, 1979, p. 106). There are some interesting 
empirical accounts of the social construction of work time in various occupa 
tional milieus and groups, ranging from Roy's (1959-60) classic ethnographic 
study of factory work, over graduate accountants (Coffey, 1994), to information 
technology consultancy (Yakura, 2001) to name but a few. Given such variety, 
the experience, construction, and management of injury time by professional 
athletes is likely to differ markedly from that of occasional or recreational par 
ticipants in sport. Further, whilst time obviously plays an important role in team 
sports such as soccer, its importance in events such as running, where the race- 
and-stop watch model (Eichberg, 1998) prevails, is absolutely crucial: time, 
individual performance, and identity are fundamentally linked in this context. 
As Smith (2002) has noted, "Runners learn to attend to time as finely tuned 
markers of running achievement, as careers with stages and turning points, and 
as cyclical calendars" (p. 343).

The aim of this article is to examine the sociotemporal dimension of sport 
ing injury, focusing on the injury and rehabilitation experiences of 2 distance run 
ners. For the purposes of this article, four categories of time will be portrayed and 
examined: linear, cyclical, inner, and biographical. It should be noted, however, 
that these categories are not, of course, exhaustive and do not actually constitute 
discrete categories, but for analytic purposes it is useful to portray them separately.
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In addition to examining the role of time, the article seeks to contribute new 
perspectives to the developing literature on sporting injury, in three principal ways. 
First, much of the cited research on sports injury has used elite athletes as subjects 
or participants (Brock & Kleiber, 1994; Sparkes, 1996; Young & White, 1995). In 
contrast, the participants in this study, the female author and her male training 
partner, are of amateur "club" standard and therefore perhaps more typical of the 
mass of individuals who commit themselves to the pursuit of distance running and, 
consequently, have to contend with resultant injury time. Second, in contrast to 
much of the research, which focuses on athletes who are unable to attain their 
preinjured sporting status (Brock & Kleiber; Sparkes, 1996,1998; Young & White, 
1995), this study charts the successful temporal transition from the injured sport 
ing body to the fully rehabilitated state. Third, a good deal of recent literature is 
based on the interviewing of injured athletes (Brock & Kleiber, 1994; Sparkes, 
1998) or the recounting of the researchers' own experiences of being injured at 
sport (Sparkes, 1996, 1999; Sparkes & Silvennoinen, 1999). Both of these latter 
approaches rely largely on the recollection of events after their occurrence. In con 
trast, this research is based on data collected in "real time" that is, during the 
actual process of rehabilitation.

Biographical Baggage

In order to contextualize the events to be described, it is necessary to render 
visible some accountable knowledge (Stanley, 1992) in terms of the athletic biog 
raphies of the author and her training partner. Collectively, the participants have a 
background of distance running that ranges from 5-mile races to marathons, re 
quiring considerable self-instigated and self-imposed discipline (Foucault, 1979) 
and a time commitment of training 6 or 7 days a week, on occasion twice daily, for 
17 years and 36 years, respectively. Moreover, we have been training together on a 
regular basis for the past 16 years. Now categorized as "veteran" runners, our 
involvement in the activity mirrors Stebbins' (1982) concept of serious leisure, 
which requires considerable personal effort, knowledge, and training, but also pro 
duces benefits in terms of physiology and social psychology, as we identify with 
being distance runners, and interact with others who display a similar level of 
commitment to the activity (Robbins & Joseph, 1980).

At the time of the specific, traumatic injuries central to this account, both 
participants were training 6 days a week, for at least an hour a day, in the evening 
after work. On different days during the same windswept November week, we 
both suffered knee injuries, occasioned primarily by having to train in the winter 
dark on a local park strewn with branches and other assorted debris following 
several days of high winds. On the Tuesday, I stumbled into a branch, twisting 
my right knee forcibly, and stubbornly half ran, half limped through the remain 
ing mileage. On the Friday, my partner slipped badly on a mud patch, wrenching 
his left knee, and was forced to shuffle his way tentatively home, swearing pro 
fusely. On that evening, we both sat in a state of shock, contemplating our injured 
knees, packed with ice, telling ourselves more in hope than prescience: "It will 
be all right". We instructed each other firmly to "do the right thing," "be sen 
sible"; so we lowered the intensity of the training, consumed carefully selected 
anti-inflammatory tablets, and for the next month staggered and winced our way 
through the usual training mileage. For us that reduction in training constituted
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being "sensible." We still needed to "put in the miles" in order to feel better after 
the stresses of the working day, to sustain the fitness levels and above all else 
because this is what we did as athletes.

A few days following the onset of the injuries, it became apparent that they 
did not constitute the usual minor niggles that plague the habitual runner. At that 
point we arrived at a collective decision systematically to document our responses 
to these injuries, our principal motive being to achieve something positive from a 
highly negative experience. In this sense, it was one of those unhappy "accidents 
of current biography" that provided access, both physical and psychological, to 
the research setting (Lofland & Lofland, 1995, p. 11) and stimulated the joint 
study. Had only one of us encountered traumatic injury at that point, it is debatable 
whether we would have decided to undertake the research.

The gender dimensions of the injury experience have been documented in 
relation to various sporting activities, mainly at elite level (see, e.g., Charlesworth 
& Young, 2003; Young & White, 1995; Young et al., 1994). Although there were 
undoubtedly differences in our experiences of, and responses to, the occurrence of 
the knee injuries and the subsequent rehabilitation process, careful analysis of the 
data did not suggest that gender was a significant variable in this case. The reasons 
for this are interesting to unravel. It has been suggested that female athletes adopt 
a so-called masculinist model of sports participation which valorizes a "no pain, 
no gain" approach similar to those of their male counterparts (Charlesworth & 
Young, 2003). Although running is not usually constructed as a high-injury or 
physically dangerous sport, pain and injury are nevertheless routine, endemic, and 
normalized features within the distance-running subculture. As Young and White 
(1995, p. 51) found in their research on elite female athletes, if there is a difference 
between the way in which female and male athletes appear to understand pain and 
injury, it is only a matter of degree.

For both women and men, the very act of distance running is intimately 
connected with endurance. Tolerating fatigue and pain constitute an integral part 
of the everyday routine of distance running. Training can indeed be onerous "work" 
(Smith, 2002, p. 358); commensurate with the bodily conditioning required by the 
activity, there occurs a conditioning of the mind, as it learns to endure. As Crossley 
(1995, p. 47) has noted, the mind being inseparable from the body, they remain 
"reversible aspects of the same fabric"; hence, a particular kind of stoicism devel 
ops as one comes to accept physical suffering and injury. Our running selves (in 
terms of body and mind) were therefore habituated to enduring and persevering, 
and our self-images, including gendered self-images, reflected this. In this con 
text, in common with Granskog (2003, p. 48), my definition of self has three criti 
cal components, in my own case: being a woman, a distance runner, and a feminist 
sociologist. For my part, combining the former two components has to-date proved 
empowering rather than problematic, and stoicism and endurance are certainly not 
constructed by most female runners of my acquaintance as "masculinist" qualities.

Documenting the Data

The approach adopted in this article is autoethnographic (Okley & Callaway, 
1992; Reed-Danahay, 1997; Sparkes, 2000). As the literature indicates, how 
ever, the term auto ethnography has very different usages for those who employ 
it. Whilst some researchers' primary concern is the autobiographical (Deck, 1990),
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involving the portrayal of an individual life, in contrast, for other 
autoethnographers the emphasis is essentially ethnographic (Strathem, 1987). 
The narratives of autoethnographers are of particular ethnographic interest, be 
ing revelatory about the writer's membership of social groups and categories, 
and immersion in particular social processes. In relation to this particular project, 
the ethnographic process involved combining field notes with "head notes" 
(Sanjek, 1990). The self and the ethnographic field were symbiotic and, in ef 
fect, this combination constitutes the pivot of the analysis (Coffey, 1999). The 
individual and collective subjectivities of the researchers are integral parts of the 
ethnographic field, and the link between the two is forged by the writing. The 
use of the present tense, first person, and first person plural is therefore designed 
to convey an immediacy, together with the personal nature of the account (Sparkes, 
2000). As Greenhalgh (2001, p. 55) has noted, there is a degree of risk involved 
in this genre of "vulnerable writing," particularly when it focuses on the emo 
tion and pain experienced by the writer. Writing in such a personal and emo 
tional style leaves the writer vulnerable to charges of being "irrational, 
particularistic, private, and subjective, rather than reasonable, universal, public, 
and objective" (Greenhalgh, p. 55). However, as Denison and Rinehart (2000) 
have recently advocated, there is a need to develop innovative and more evoca 
tive ways of writing sociological accounts that depict sporting experience. A 
primary aim of the present research project was to construct an account that was 
personal, evocative, and highly reflexive but also aimed at giving analytical pur 
chase to the autobiographical so as adequately and evocatively to portray the 
ethnographic field.

The decision to record our engagement with the knee injuries presented no 
particular difficulty in terms of actual documentation, because keeping training 
logs is a common practice among athletes. Usually these logs document the kind 
of training in place at any particular time, and include details of distances, timings, 
terrain type, weather conditions, and so on. The discipline of recording daily train 
ing was therefore already well established, but instead of training logs we con 
structed injury-rehabilitation logs to record individual and collective engagement 
with the injured state, and the subsequent attempts to regain sufficient fitness to
run again.

Each participant constructed a personal log, and a third collective log syn 
thesized the salient, emergent themes, together with any differences in our indi 
vidual adaptation to, and management of, the injured state. The recording of our 
experiences was done via notebooks and micro-tape recorders, which accompa 
nied us during the working day and also during all attempts at rehabilitation. Tape 
recordings were transcribed as soon as practicable afterwards (usually in lunch 
hours and at weekends). Creating the joint log, within which analytical themes and 
concepts were generated, was undertaken via a process somewhat akin to the con 
stant comparative method (Glaser & Strauss, 1967), although to a less formalized 
degree. So, for example, if one participant had documented a particular narrative 
theme, we would search the other's log for a similar theme. We would then interro 
gate each other as to the precise composition of that theme, and its boundaries and 
connections to other themes previously generated. Thematic or conceptual differ 
ences between the accounts were identified and, wherever possible and desirable, 
reconciled in terms of definition. Where no analytical reconciliation proved achiev 
able, the difference was accepted and recorded as such. Subsequently, we explored
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the reasons for the divergence and the impact, if any, on the process of injury 
management. Both participants sought to act as the "primary recipient" (Ochs & 
Capps, 1996) of the other's data, providing regular feedback and critique. The 
current article is a product of this particular method, and the data collected over a 
2-year period are extracted from our individual and joint field notes. In both the 
field notes and certain sections of the text, attempts have been made to write in a 
personal style intended to evoke the climate of emotion that pervaded at the time. 
Quotations from field notes are given verbatim, in order better to convey the im 
mediacy of the feelings and mood. In the following account, as noted, four tempo 
ral dimensions of the injury and rehabilitation process are portrayed separately for 
analytical purposes although, in practice, they overlap and interrelate. The first of 
these temporal forms, linear time, will now be considered.

Linear Time

The years 1997-1999 brought bad times indeed: out of running, out of rac 
ing, struggling to return to previous fitness levels. The problem was that time did 
not of course stop; it ran on, ran inexorably away... minutes, days, months, years, 
sometimes measured down to every parasecond. Time seemed ingrained in us: the 
relentless tick of clock, calendar, or linear time, time based on standardized, in 
variable units (Adam, 1990, p. 117), measuring our loss, in that particular way 
which has become pervasive, near hegemonic, in industrialized societies since the 
industrial revolution (Thompson, 1967; Thrift, 1990; Yakura, 2001; Zerubavel, 
1981). Time marked us, and we marked ourselves with its passage. It had etched 
itself on us, year after year, as our faces became progressively more gaunt, and our 
bodies lean as a result of the habitual body discipline practices (Foucault, 1979) 
demanded by middle- and long-distance running. We gauged our progress by time 
and optimistically, uncritically, had arranged our future by it, assuming that train 
ing in a certain manner for a certain period of time would result in a certain level of 
performance for 10K, for 10 miles, for the marathon. In that manner familiar to 
runners, we were our times (the times achieved in races over various distances), we 
located and identified ourselves and others by such times (Sands, 1995; Smith, 
2002), and those times indicated, for example, our level of fitness, they were in 
scribed on our biographies, recited to ourselves and to other runners who invari 
ably ask of each other: "What have you done for... ?" that is, what is your best 
performance over a particular distance.

Unfortunately, during the injury period, we were forced to endure the kind 
of "time out" we never envisaged; we were deep into injury time and wanted des 
perately to return to normal running time. Running time had always been hard won 
for both of us, determinedly ring-fenced against competing occupational, familial, 
and domestic demands and responsibilities. Sixty minutes had become the daily 
minimum training time, constrained primarily by the demands of full-time work; 
more than 60 min was a bonus, less was often a source of intense frustration and 
discontent. During the injury time, we were intent on reclaiming that precious 60- 
min allocation, and a decision reached early on in the process was that normal 
training time would be transformed into rehabilitation time. Over a 2-year period, 
therefore, the nature of "training" graduated from slow walking, via jogging, and 
then running short sections interspersed with walking, eventually to running at 
normal pace, continuously, for lengthier time spans.
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Linear time became the main marker of progress toward athletic fitness but, 
unfortunately, it also became the marker of periodic failure as the knees rebelled 
against the progressive increase of effort, and rehabilitative efforts consequently 
had to be scaled down. Linear time and biography were then inextricably linked. 
When rehabilitative progress was achieved, many of the temporal markers used to 
chart that progress were intimately connected to our running pasts. Thus, when we 
managed 1 full minute of constant jogging, that time period had significant reso 
nance for my partner because track quarters had been covered in that time decades 
before. Likewise, 7 min of continuous running was a somewhat poignant reminder 
of an early-career 10K road race, run at 7 min per mile. The celebrated landmark 
of 60 min of running not only announced our return from injury, but also held 
significance because we had always used that amount of time as a marker of aero 
bic capacity: The "Big 60" represented a base of distance running training, off 
which different kinds of racing could be undertaken. Subjectively, the return to a 
60-min running session indicated a resurrection of the status of "real runner." Each 
of these positive temporal markers connected intimately with our biographies, not 
surprisingly perhaps, given the identity salience (Stryker, 1987) of distance run 
ning in our lives. Counterposed against these positive indicators, however, were 
the inevitable setbacks in the rehabilitative program, when the links between the 
time(s) we had failed to achieve and the running past were particularly negative. 
For example,

We are on the park trying to jog 30-second intervals, with a minute's walk 
between each one, for a total of five minutes. . . . It's cold and wet and we 
hold each other's coat as each of us does a session. We are on the flattest bit 
of the park, so we minimize holes and divots; we want the ground as smooth 
as possible to reduce stress on the knees. We trot up and down the white lines 
marked out for the primary (elementary) school sports day, egg and spoon 
races etc. What we are doing is farcically slow, but despite this our knees 
become painful and we quit the session at 5. Coats back on, with the clouds 
as low as our mood. I look at the markings and comment that I ran better 
times on this kind of course when I was 8 or 9 than I have today. (Individual 
Log 1)

Linear time consequently marked the passage of injury time generally and 
was used to measure and make sense of our progress, and also periodic failure. 
These cycles of progress and regression generated another kind of time: cyclical 
time.

Cyclical Time

This particular conceptual approach developed out of the groundbreaking 
and influential work on social time of Sorokin and Merton (1937), which theorizes 
the relationship between the meaning of an event and its temporal setting, noting 
that "systems of time reckoning reflect the social activities of the group" (p. 620). 
In industrial societies in particular, it is posited that there exists a plurality of social 
times linked to particular groups and social classes (Gurvitch, 1964). From this 
perspective, time is experienced within social events, themselves subject to defini 
tion by social and organizational actors, hence their qualitative nature. As a conse 
quence, time does not exist outside events (Clark, 1985). There is much imprecision
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to these qualitative temporal units; they resist quantification and tend to be highly 
local. So it becomes possible to speak of a plurality of times that are relative to 
particular members, located within particular groups, doing particular activities. 
The cyclical form of these events lies in their periodic recurrence, which may range 
over minute-long cycles for example, in engineering shops or on production lines 
(Cavendish, 1982; Roy, 1959-60), the perimonthly cycle of menstruation, to the 
longer term- or semester-based cycles manifest within higher education institutions 
(Lawrence, 1994). Just as the wider society pulsates to its own general cultural 
rhythm, it is argued (see, e.g., Durkheim, 1976; Mauss, 1966), organizations, occu 
pational groups, sporting and leisure groups, and so on, move to the rhythm of their 
particular, recurrent event times (Clark, 1985). The fundamentally cyclical struc 
ture of the temporal organization of the running world has been described by Smith 
(2002, p. 347). Two principal features of this temporal structure, which he high 
lights, are the cyclical racing pattern, and also the planned and scheduled character 
of training, whether athletes are training for competition or for general fitness.

In terms of the cyclical dimension of our rehabilitative journey, with hind 
sight, it is interesting to note the phrases and metaphors used to portray this jour 
ney. The field notes are replete with phrases such as the road back, the track back, 
the way back, and so on. These were employed in a manner seemingly presuppos 
ing a straightforward, progressive journey: we would simply set out on the path, 
seek and receive the appropriate medical treatment, follow the remedial program 
faithfully ... and at the end of the rehabilitation program would be fully recovered 
from the knee problems. Right from the journey's start, however, there was to be 
no smooth, linear progression. Although help was indeed sought from various UK 
health-care providers, including a general practitioner specializing in sports inju 
ries, physiotherapists at a local sports injury clinic, an independent sports physio 
therapist, an osteopath, and a consultant surgeon at a national center of excellence 
for knee injuries, we were obliged to abandon the medical pathway on the grounds 
of its inadequacy and prohibitive expense. The medical practitioners had all prof 
fered different diagnoses, ranging from chondromalacia patellae, prepatellar bur- 
sitis, plica, osteoarthritis, to injuries of the tibial tubercle, the menisci, or the medial 
ligament, respectively. We each received a 10-week course of physiotherapy treat 
ment, employing a range of modalities in my case, mainly ultrasound and di 
athermy, intensive remedial exercises designed to strengthen primarily the vastus 
medialis, and the application of support taping. On completion of the course of 
treatment, however, there was no discernible improvement in the pain level or 
degree of mobility for either of us. Subsequently, we underwent expensive mag 
netic resonance imaging (MRI) scanning at a national center of excellence but 
were informed that the scans were "inconclusive" and that investigative knee op 
erations would be required. (For further details, see Allen-Collinson & Hockey, 
2001.) Unable and unwilling to submit to expensive operations, in an act of indi 
vidual and collective empowerment (Seymour, 1998), we consequently decided to 
take charge of our own athletic destinies.

After extensive reviews of the sports injury and self-help literature, both 
published (e.g., Grisogono, 1988, 1989) and Web-based, informal advice from 
other athletes, and collective experience of dealing with a range of previous run 
ning injuries over the years, we carefully devised our own remedial programs. 
These were based on progressive loading of the knee joint and very gradual in 
creases in intensity and length of running duration, combined with daily strength-
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ening exercises. The reality of rehabilitation, however, rarely conforms to the neat, 
chronological progression characteristic of some of the sports literature, as the 
joint log testifies:

We are into it, struggling with it, every time we tried to drive forward it 
caught us, lassoed us, snared us, hooked us back into its injurious, painful 
jaws, and every time we failed to see it coming. The ritual process of dress 
ing up warmly, even when the weather is mild: three layers over our knees, 
walking down to the park, and then trying to push those training flats a bit 
further out of the injury zone. Two weeks on: 5 minutes jogging, so let's try 
8 now. Chancing it, risking it. A week on 8 and we are collectively smiling, 
humming, and then it's ambush time! J's left knee swells up suddenly and 
returns to that old familiar throbbing rhythm. Great surges of vitriolic swear 
words cascade downwards to the knee, fuelled by disappointment, rage, im- 
potency. (Joint Log)

The rehabilitative process involved a familiar sequence of allowing the inju 
ries to heal to a point where they could tolerate a certain level and duration of 
physical activity, then maintaining this for a set period before the threshold was 
raised to the next level. However, perhaps predictably, this linear pattern was fre 
quently disrupted during the 2 years by regular failures of the knee, which resulted 
in regression, sometimes substantial regression. This cyclical pattern is akin to 
what Clark (1985) has termed "event time". In contrast to clock-based time, con 
ceptualized as linear and quantifiable, event time is essentially qualitative and cy 
clical in nature.

The field notes graphically illustrated the presence of an event-based cycle 
within the rehabilitative process. Although not as regular or predictable as, for 
instance, those within certain occupational milieux, the cycle occurred with some 
times dispiriting frequency, was rarely anticipated, at least initially, and had a highly 
capricious nature; the precise causal pattern of physical breakdown could rarely be 
accurately ascertained. Over the 2 years of rehabilitation, we found ourselves caught 
repeatedly in this cycle, although fortunately the time intervals between advance 
and retreat progressively became longer as the injuries slowly healed.

The period of rehabilitation was structured by the two forms of time por 
trayed above. These were intimately connected and interrelated: linear time pro 
vided the overall temporal framework but, within that overarching framework, 
event-based time operated, structuring the cycle of rehabilitation, which consisted 
of walking, jogging, running, and specific remedial exercises. As is indicated by 
the field notes, a third kind of temporality emerged as salient: inner time, or duree, 
"the present moment of the lived experience" (Schutz, 1932, pp. 45-52).

Inner Time

Melucci (1996, p. 18) has noted how inner time is linked to the individual's 
emotions, sensations, and perceptions. For. as Crossley (2001) has observed, when 
adopting a non-Cartesian position: "Human beings are neither mindful minds nor, 
strictly speaking, bodies, in this view, but rather mindful and embodied social 
agents" (p. 3). Interrogation of the data revealed that, as rehabilitative activity pro 
gressed, embodied time was experienced in two analytically distinct ways relating 
to the speed at which time appeared to pass and to a corporeal sense of timing.
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Slowing, Speeding, and Steady Time

First, perceptions of time and the consequences of these will be examined 
for, as Bergson (1910, pp. 36-37) long ago noted, the experience of time cannot be 
divorced from its effects. The field notes made clear that different experiences and 
perceptions of time emerged over the 2-year period of injury and rehabilitation. 
For instance, during the acute phase of injury, it became apparent that time seemed 
to elongate, to extend:

My left knee is screaming for attention, as if it's all of me. Cradling it in my 
hands as I sit on the ground, the vicious pain radiates upwards causing the 
quad muscles to go into spasm. All I can think of is a sort of mantra, which I 
recite repeatedly: "Hell, what have I done, what have I done?" over and over. 
I seem to be there for an eternity, on the ground holding my knee up away 
from the slippery mud patch that has caused such havoc. (Individual Log 1)

At the initial point of injury, each of us came to a juddering halt, in a state of 
shock, the pain stabbing the knee, jangling through the body, standing then sitting 
in fear, drenched with anxiety, asking the same question over and over: "Will I be 
able to run again?" Reading the accounts, the slowing of time at this phase emerges 
as a salient feature; we felt trapped in the negative event for an inordinate length of 
time. After the initial onset of injury, this temporal expansion recurred at various 
points in the recovery process when we seemed in danger of regression. Indeed, a 
degree of anxiety was always experienced whenever the training intensity was 
increased, however gradually and carefully.

In making rehabilitative progress, we managed to reestablish some kind of 
order in our athletic lives. For long periods, however, that order was extremely 
fragile. As Kleinman (1988) has noted: "Change, caprice and chaos, experienced 
in the body, challenge what order we are led to believe need to believe exists" 
(p. 55). This brittle order was particularly problematic because periodically, and 
apparently randomly, the knees would refuse to tolerate the increased duration of 
training. Acute pain would ensue, and we would find ourselves flung back down 
what we termed the "time tube," overwhelmed again by trepidation and fear that 
the reactivated pain was not after all mere temporary soreness but constituted a 
major breakdown of mechanical function, threatening recovery in toto. The time- 
tube phenomenon therefore rekindled the same emotional deluge and oscillations 
(Rosenblum, 1990) as originally experienced at the point of injury. During these 
periods, time slowed and extended, and the moments of crisis seemed to drag on 
endlessly. The following example of temporal extension occurred in the second 
month of the injury process, at a point when we were still receiving woefully inad 
equate medical treatment:

Went into the physio's feeling positive and cheerful. Unfortunately, she, in 
her wisdom, decided to "test" my progress by making me do a squat. Heaven 
only knows, why did I listen to her?? I know better than to do that. Should 
have followed my own feelings.... Didn't even attain the full squat position 
when I felt the knee suddenly give way, snap, break, grind whatever. Hor 
rible, shooting, stabbing, crunching, gritty pain. Shocked in to silence. I look 
around for something with which to pull myself up and out of the pain. I'm 
stuck for what seems forever. An age passes before J comes across the room 
to help me up. (Individual Log 2)
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In between these points of minor crisis, time normalized in the sense that 
its passage was not perceived to be excessively swift or slow and therefore roughly 
synchronized with linear or clock time. At this point in the recovery process, 
however, we felt angry, frustrated, and unfit, with the condition of our knees 
ranging over a spectrum of sensations from sore or aching, through stiff and 
grating, to intense pain on occasion. As we advanced, very slowly the worst of 
the symptoms diminished. Inevitably, during the 2-year period, there were set 
back points when the knees rebelled, suddenly returning to a state of instability, 
effusion, and stabbing pain. At these junctures, the time-warp phenomenon re 
curred, until the pain and the emotion subsided. Subsequently, the increasingly 
familiar cyclical process occurred as we managed to surmount the fear and dis 
appointment of enforced regression in the remedial program, and time once again 
normalized.

In the final quarter of the 2-year recovery period, as the specter of break 
down receded, although fear was always lurking, it gradually became more dis 
tant with the passage of time, and particularly in the absence of any major episode 
of enforced time-tube travel. During the last couple of months, aerobic fitness 
developed to a state correlated in memory with serious running and ultimately 
potential racing. During this period, there were rare, but happy, instances when 
some sections of the normal rehabilitative run would recede from the forefront of 
consciousness. This happened both individually and, on one occasion, collec 
tively. In these instances, time seemed somehow to close in on itself. This tempo 
ral constriction (Leder, 1990) was intimately connected with enjoying a training 
run of great ease, in the case of the extract below, during a much-needed week's 
holiday:

This morning started on the sea front, ran briefly down the Avenue de la 
Mer, and took a left into the pinewoods. It was cool and we were going out 
and back for 45 minutes. The going was great, flat, soft and with masses of 
fallen pine-needle cushioning. Very quiet with nobody around, just the sound 
of your own breathing. Could tell we were going well straight off. Most 
interesting thing about the session was I had no conscious recollection of a 
couple of long sections of the sentier [footpath] either during or after the 
event! One section has a surface which is particularly smooth and we'd pre 
viously marked it as a place ideal for speed-work. The other section that 
'went missing' was where a single house is directly adjacent to the route and 
we always remarked on its typically French bright blue window shutters. No 
recollection of passing through either of those sections. (Individual Training
Logl)

Following such runs we experienced intense pleasure, primarily because 
decades of distance running experience indicated that, only when the running was 
going really well, when we were "on top of things," did such temporal shifts occur. 
These running sessions were supremely effortless and just seemed to flow 
(Csikszentmihalyi, 1975).

During the recovery process, our experiences and perceptions of time spanned 
the various dimensions of extending, contracting, and normal time (or slowing, 
speeding, and steady time). These conceptions of time appear to approximate the 
theoretical formulation of Flaherty (1999), who has used the terms protracted du 
ration, temporal compression, and synchronicity, respectively, to illustrate the above
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continuum of temporal perception. Synchronicity applies to perceptions of time 
that equate roughly with the standard temporal units underpinning much of routine 
social interaction. Usefully, Flaherty (pp. 43-83) also outlines a number of factors 
that, according to his theory, are capable of producing protracted duration. The 
two most apposite to our account of injury and rehabilitation would be: "suffering 
and intense emotions" and, to a modest extent, "violence and danger." Whilst in no 
way wishing to exaggerate the degree of suffering or danger in relation to the knee 
injuries, the experience was initially intensely painful, with recurrences of a simi 
lar level of pain on subsequent occasions. The risk of being unable to run again 
was certainly experienced as dangerous, in relation to both physical and psycho 
logical well-being.

In the throes of these negative experiences, we became totally absorbed with 
the knees and the threat to their functioning; we were, in Goffman's (1972, p. 50 et 
seq.) terms, "flooded out" with intense emotions: alarm, anxiety, fear, dread, panic, 
to name but a few. In conjunction with focused concentration, the storm of emo 
tions served perceptually to elongate time. In contrast, mirroring Flaherty's con 
cept of temporal compression, time occasionally moved at high velocity. During 
the last few months of remedial work, the running incrementally became smoother, 
easier, and even enjoyable to the extent that, on occasion, we would forget our 
selves and just flow. In our own terminology, we would "go on automatic". This 
state of being has been noted amongst groups as diverse as rock climbers 
(Csikszentmihalyi, 1975, pp. 43, 86) and commercial cooks (Fine, 1990, p. 109) in 
relation to tasks that, whilst challenging, are well within the required levels of skill 
or ability. Once our levels of running skill (aerobic fitness, endurance, muscular 
power, coordination, etc.) had reached the point where we could run with relative 
ease, occasionally the running time flew.

Timing the Running Body

Another way in which the embodied experience of time affected the injury 
and recovery process centered on the loss and subsequent regaining of a particular 
kind of timing. This Goodridge (199.9) defines as "the act of determining or regu 
lating the order of occurrence of an action or event, to achieve desired results" (p. 
44). As she also notes (Goodridge, p. 45), timing is essential for skilled perfor 
mance in social life generally but is particularly crucial to sporting success (cf. 
Lowe, 1977, p. 177). Running demands a particular kind of embodied timing, as a 
component of the runner's time habitus (Metoudi, 1994, p. 371), and the perfor 
mance of distance running and racing requires a specific variant of this. Our acute 
sense of timing had been fractured by protracted injury time. For 10 months, we 
had been unable even to jog at a slow pace and, in that time, the grounded, embod 
ied understanding of how to run had been lost.

For nonrunners, this loss or amnesia regarding how to run may seem a bi 
zarre conceptualization, for running is socially constructed as a natural activity 
for most "able-bodied" people. However, in common with many such activities, 
running actually requires a complex series of actions, accomplished via a con 
tinuous rhythmical cycle. In a general sense, this rhythm constitutes the pattern of 
action, while simultaneously it also structures and creates its particular shape or 
order of movement. Timing involves the coordinated placing of various body parts 
in a certain direction, at a particular tempo, for a particular duration. The principal
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movers are clearly the legs, operating at a particular pace or cadence which, coor 
dinated with the respiratory system, inter alia, produce forward movement. This 
simultaneously requires continual adjustment of footfall, as the demands of ter 
rain are negotiated, and this is facilitated by a particular, learned way of seeing the 
terrain (see Goodwin, 1995). This in turn permits the precise bodily adjustments 
necessary for the chosen footfall and cadence. Such intricacies of timing had, 
however, been rendered highly problematic for us, as revealed in the following 
extract:

We have started to run, which, whilst anxiety provoking is also energizing 
because we are on the way back. Initially tried some tiny 10-metre trots with 
rests in between, but to our consternation are like babies! Like drunks we 
stagger all over the place. No coordination, legs out of kilter with arms, 
unused to the effort so breathing is ragged, legs do not seem to fit with the 
torso, and head feels wobbly and heavy. Even these baby trots tire us, com 
pounding the problem. So much for our veteran runner status, this is a real 
ity-shock because we now truly know we are absolute beginners once again. 
(Individual Log 1)

In the ensuing 14 months, we falteringly and haltingly relearned how to 
distance run. This required teaching ourselves how to coordinate the body again, 
how to fuse cognitive and physiological processes in order to construct some 
thing approximating a running rhythm. As fitness and confidence in the strength 
of the knees slowly increased, the sense of athletic timing gradually returned. 
Before the onset of injuries, the sense of timing had been highly developed and 
attuned. Both of us could, with a fair degree of accuracy, ascertain the actual pace 
of our running via a range of bodily indicators, such as respiratory rate, but also 
more nebulous corporeal sensations. Indeed, previously, this timing had been 
routinely articulated during training runs. Such timing constituted part of our 
body habitus (Bourdieu, 1990), habitual, embodied practices. Body habitus, 
Harvey and Sparks (1991) concisely summarize as "a system of implicit schemes 
(dispositions, appreciations) that govern one's relation to one's own body" (p. 173). 
One of these schema, our sense of timing, had been developed and refined by 
thousands of miles of running practice, of bodily labor (Wacquant, 1995, p. 67). 
As a result of prolonged injury time, this embodied timing had been forgotten. 
We had lost what Bourdieu (1998, p. 80) might have termed our "feel for the 
game" that previously had allowed us to run freely and to adopt the correct strat 
egies when training and racing. Happily, eventually this sense of corporeal tim 
ing began to return towards the end of the 2 years of rehabilitation, as we relearned 
to associate and categorize various levels of bodily effort according to linear 
time:

Going well today, and for the first time I acted like a real runner again. I 
suddenly said to J: "This feels like 7s" [7 min per mile], and he nodded 
agreement. A little further on in the session I realized what I had done and 
the import in terms of our return to the kind of runners we had been. We had 
not done that kind of automatic evaluation of pace for a very long time. 
Once finished, I checked on the watch and it was indeed approx the pace I 
had felt intuitively. That's a big marker for us on the way back! (Indi 
vidual Log 2)
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Leder (1990, pp. 30-32) has perceptively depicted the phenomena-logical 
processes that make up the learning of corporeal skills, the combination of specific 
movement and cognition, which are termed incorporation. Via the rehabilitative 
program, we achieved the reincorporation of our running skills. As Leder notes, 
"Incorporation thus has a temporal significance. The body masters a novel skill by 
incorporating its own corporeal history of hours and days spent in practice" (p. 
32). In our case, it was not a novel skill, but an existing one that had been lost, 
temporarily at least.

Biographical Time

The linear, cyclical, and inner temporal forms so far examined were inti 
mately connected to another temporal dimension, that of biographical time. Our 
individual and collective biographies were inscribed with running time, not only 
in terms of the significant portions of our lives devoted to training and racing but 
also because past biographical time was employed as a basis on which to con 
struct the present and from which we aspired to move to a healthy running fu 
ture.

This was partially accomplished via the formulation of narrative which, 
Richardson (1995) contends, "provides powerful access to this uniquely human 
experience of time" (p. 208). We selected and retrieved stories from the running 
past and articulated these to ourselves reflexively and also to each other, for these 
narratives constituted interactional achievements, with each person acting as 
coteller for the other (Ochs & Capps, 1996, p. 31). As indicated above, many of 
these stories related to previous running successes and accomplishments. In reliv 
ing these moments during difficult times, they provided positive affirmation when 
morale was low. So, for example, we recalled marathons raced in the torpid heat 
of the summer; rain-drenched training runs on the storm-blasted, bleak beauty of 
the northern English fells and moors; the bitter, lactic-acid aftermath of exhaust 
ing hill repetitions. These tales of our "gloried" athletic selves (Adler & Adler, 
1989), tales of fortitude, commitment, and above all endurance, constituted the 
narrative work used to bolster fragile identities in the nadir of non-running time. 
Those very qualities, we assured ourselves, would propel us into a healthy run 
ning future.

Narratives of the more immediate, injured past also provided indicators of 
progress when, for example, contrasting the state of the injuries 3 months earlier at 
a point when climbing stairs was nigh on impossible, with the happier circum 
stances of being able to walk along a ridge of small hills. Narratives of the past 
were, however, sometimes problematic and rather poignant, particularly when jux 
taposed with current faltering attempts to rehabilitate the knees. Failure to make 
even small advances often made woeful comparisons with earlier and more posi 
tive running and racing endeavors. More positively, however, we began to con 
struct narratives which stressed that, when in rehabilitative mode, "small is big," in 
the sense that each tiny incremental step forward was of relative significance and 
should be viewed as a positive step on the path to eventual recovery. "Small is big" 
consequently became a routine, ritual utterance, a stock reminder at the beginning 
of each remedial session, and constituted a device that helped us concentrate on 
the "now," the immediate lived present.
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Further reinforcement of the need to focus on the remedial present arose 
from the periodic failures to progress, when training levels consequently had to be 
reduced. In the early days of rehabilitation, often we would optimistically map out 
the future: 2 weeks at 5 min of trotting, and then 10 min for 3 weeks functional 
progression. By the summer, we estimated, we would be pulling on the racing 
shorts and handling 10K without problem. Regrettably, the future periodically failed 
us; it failed to materialize in the way we had projected, only serving to intensify 
feelings of disappointment and rage. Subsequently, suitably chastened, we decided 
to narrow our horizons to something less adventurous. We refused to adopt the 
long-term perspective or even the medium-term. The future consequently became 
compressed to a week's timeframe; we "zeroed in" on the week's end that was 
the far horizon. The objective was to get to Saturday intact, with the knees able to 
tolerate the target training time. Decisions in terms of training load were made in 
the here and now of each session, with the objective of arriving safely at day's end; 
and then maybe ... the week's end.

The way in which future time was conceptualized also underwent a marked 
shift in perspective that was fundamental to our relationship with the running present 
and past. Biographically we were inscribed with our previous competitive times, 
our running identities were anchored in them, and they were markers of consider 
able significance. As the 2 years came to a close, the meaning of those times began 
to diminish in importance to us. The knee injuries had seriously threatened our 
capacity to run in toto. Consequently, it was no longer a question of racing well or 
badly, of fast or slow training pace it was a question of being able to run at all. 
The period of injury had resulted in a drastic reconfiguration of the meaning of 
running for both of us, as demonstrated by a field note:

A conversation that has cropped up a lot this week is about what running 
means for us now. I suspect we are having this kind of talk because we have 
just got back to where we were in running time [1 hr]. We both agree the 
most important thing about running now is just daily doing it, not whether 
we are doing it well or badly, not for preparing to race, not the racing, not the 
improved performances, but just doing it. Getting out there, putting the time 
in. All the rest is secondary now. If those things happen, they happen. Being 
without it for such a long time, when you get it back, the absence has sort of 
impressed the running essence on you. (Individual Log 1)

This shift in meaning subsequently changed perceptions of future running 
time. In a directly experiential way, we were well aware that serious injury really 
might finally put an end to running time. Being veteran runners, the 2 years' ab 
sence made us acutely aware that the amount of running time left to us was inexo 
rably diminishing. The combination of these factors resulted in serious attempts to 
safeguard future running time by adopting various strategies aimed at injury avoid 
ance. Revised training routines were drafted and are still operational today, geared 
to minimizing road and pavement running in favor of softer surfaces, in order to 
reduce impact and stress on the knee structures. In general anything that places 
undue stress on the knees is avoided as far as practicable, including hill work and 
a whole gamut of strengthening exercises involving squats. Training schedules 
have had to be altered permanently. We invest in ludicrously expensive waterproof 
running gear to keep the knees as dry as possible in the rain. Via these practices,
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we fervently hope to be in for the "long run" not in terms of miles, nor of speed, 
but in terms of years and, hopefully, decades.

Conclusion

As Schutz and Luckmann (1973) indicate:

The structure of life-worldly time is built up where the subjective time of the 
stream of consciousness (of inner duration) intersects with the rhythm of the 
body as "biological time" in general, and with the seasons as world time in 
general, or as calendar or "social time." (p. 47)

This article has sought to portray something of the temporal complexities 
experienced by 2 injured distance runners over a 2-year period of injury and reha 
bilitation. First, linear or clock time provided the overarching temporal frame 
work and the means by which failure or progress were gauged in terms of recovery 
to running fitness. Second, and simultaneously, cyclical or "event time" ordered 
the transitional period from injury toward recovery, which took the form of an oft- 
repeated cycle of progress and regression. Another form of temporality, embod 
ied inner time, structured our perceptions and subjective experience of time. In 
addition, biographical time inexorably ticked away throughout the whole injury 
and remedial process, but also influenced the experiencing of it, as our athletic 
pasts and projected futures were constructed and contrasted with the emergent 
present (Luhmann, 1982; Mead, 1959). These forms of time are not of course 
comprehensive and, in portraying the various dimensions described above, one 
crucial temporal facet is perhaps missing: biological (Adam, 1990, p. 70), "knee 
time". For the knees had their own healing time, linked inevitably to the other 
forms of time analyzed above. Despite best efforts, we never fully understood the 
knees' own temporal timeframe and peculiar, capricious rhythms of healing and 
breakdown.

The different temporal dimensions did not, of course, operate in isolation 
but were interrelated (Adam, 1990, p. 45), interlocking, and mutually influencing. 
Clock time, for example, pervaded cyclical time, as it was used to measure reme 
dial success or failure. Clock time also permeated biographical time, as the times 
of past performances (whether in training or racing) were used to construct the 
present and the projected future of rehabilitation and running. In a cognate fash 
ion, the releaming of embodied timing within inner time was inextricably linked to 
both clock time and biographical time.

It is hoped that the above account gives some indication of the temporal 
complexity of athletic "injury time". Given the relatively limited literature, and the 
apparent underuse of anthropological and sociological research literature on time 
in relation to sport, there would appear to be fertile grounds for charting and ana 
lyzing the temporal dimensions of sporting activity in general and, more specifi 
cally, their impact on athletic identity construction and maintenance. In addition, 
as was clear from the autoethnographic research undertaken, our experience of the 
various temporal forms heavily influenced our responses to injury time and our 
motivation and morale during the rehabilitative process. The importance of the 
temporal, in the form of a phased, rehabilitative program, is acknowledged by 
many physiotherapists and other health practitioners and is well documented (see, 
e.*., Anderson & Hall, 1995; Crust, 2003; Heil, 1993; Taylor & Taylor, 1997), but
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further in-depth research is undoubtedly required in order to unveil in greater de 
tail the impact and consequences of the subjective temporal dimension of sports, 
and also sports injury and the recovery process. The role and importance of the 
subjective experience of time should not be overlooked by physiotherapists, sports 
psychologists, counselors, and other health-care professionals involved in the re 
habilitation of injured athletes and sportspeople in general.
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