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Abstract
A grounded theory study to explore how clinical nurses undertaking research 

as master’s students accommodate and adjust to the experience: A PhD 

Thesis by Adam Keen

Taught master’s degree programmes represent a popular mechanism for part-time 

students to access postgraduate level education. A common feature of such 

programmes is the inclusion of some form of independent research project. Whilst 

such projects are recognised as being demanding for the students involved, there is

a scarcity of research literature that explores their experiences. In this study I have 

explored how clinical nurses, as an example of a particular professional group, 

accommodated and adjusted to the experience of undertaking part-time master’s 

research. My intent was to contribute to the body of knowledge relating to the 

support of part-time students undertaking master’s research.

An exploratory research design was used based on constructivist grounded 

theory (Charmaz, 2006, 2013) and symbolic interactionism (Blumer, 1969; Mead, 

1934). Twenty in-depth interviews were conducted with nurses who had 

experienced master’s level research whilst working clinically. Analysis identified ten 

theoretical categories divided across two theoretical themes. Combined, these 

formed the basis for two major theoretical propositions: that clinical nurses 

undertaking master’s research accommodate and adjust to the experience, by 

endeavouring to incorporate the actions they associate with research practice into 

their existing constructions of personal professional practice; and that they 

accomplish this by continually constructing a sense of professional ‘Being’, a real-

time ontological consciousness used to interpret social context and determine the 

most appropriate response - a theoretical product I refer to as ‘Professional ontology

theory’.

This study makes a novel contribution to what is known about the student 

experience of master’s research by developing an explanatory theory of the 

processes involved. The significance of the resulting theory is that it recognises the 

need to conceptualise master’s research as a form of practice learning specific to 

the professional context of the learners involved. Consequently, it is possible to 

recommend that strategies for supporting students undertaking master’s research 

should incorporate mechanisms for support in practice.
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

1.1 Introduction
Research is a common feature of master’s programmes (QAA, 2010). For many 

students undertaking taught master’s programmes, the research dissertation 

commonly represents the final element of their programme and often counts for up 

to one third of the total academic credit needed for their academic award (Drennan 

& Hyde, 2008). For such learners the research dissertation represents a point of 

particular significance, “the crescendo at the end” (Holly – participant), where they 

are expected to step away from the tightly controlled environment of structured 

modules, and attempt to “do” research in the real world. As Useem (1997, p. 216) 

puts it: “to move from being a consumer of knowledge to a producer of it”.

According to Anderson, Day and McLaughlin (2008) and Yum, Kember and 

Siaw (2005) the experience of undertaking master’s education can be considered 

particularly challenging for professionals studying part-time. For instance, part-time 

students need to juggle various commitments within what Kember (1999, p. 120) 

describes as “an already full life”. Furthermore, the professional emphasis on the 

learning undertaken can be argued to imply an expectation that those who engage 

in such programmes will in some way make use of the learning they have gained 

within the workplace.

In this study I explore how clinical nurses, as an example of a particular 

professional group, accommodate and adjust to the experience of undertaking part-

time master’s research. My motivations for undertaking the study have evolved as 

the project has progressed. More explicitly: as an educationalist working in higher 

education, I wondered what impact existing clinical roles had on a student’s ability to

undertake master’s research, and in particular how I might influence change to 

better the quality of the support such students receive. As a registered nurse 

educator, I questioned what it meant for nurses to undertake research whilst 

working clinically, and as the study progressed I came to question how nurses 

aligned their academic and professional roles. On a more personal level: as a 

researcher, I have been motivated by a desire to advance my research skills, and to

develop new knowledge; and, as a student, I concur with Leonard, Becker and 

Coate’s sentiment in wanting “to prove myself at the highest level” (Leonard, 

Becker, & Coate, 2005, p. 135). 

1



1.2 Overview of the thesis
This thesis is divided into seven chapters. In this chapter I will provide a brief 

overview of the structure of this thesis before discussing the background of the 

inquiry. In so doing I will develop a contextual framework for the inquiry: a process 

whereby I will briefly explore the context of master’s research from a generalist 

perspective, considering the history of master’s education, before moving towards a 

narrowed perspective, considering master’s research in taught professional awards 

related to nursing. I will conclude the chapter by defining the scope of the project 

undertaken.

Chapter 2 is designed to explicate the research design applied. Specifically, the 

chapter justifies my decision to adopt a constructionist philosophy based on the use 

of symbolic interactionism and constructionist grounded theory, before explicating 

the research methods utilised within the inquiry. The chapter argues that research 

design is influenced by the individual researcher’s personal epistemology, and that 

research practice requires the adoption of a pragmatic approach to methodology. 

The chapter concludes by exploring the research governance issues of ethics and 

quality as they relate to this investigation.

Chapter 3 is the first of two chapters that present the core findings of this 

research. In particular, Chapter 3 focuses on six theoretical categories representing 

a single theoretical theme: “Putting research into practice”. Chapter 4 details a 

further four theoretical categories that combine to form a second theoretical theme: 

“Being professional”. It is important to note that the theoretical categories are 

modelled to present three levels of conceptual abstraction. Combined, Chapters 3 

and 4 explicate two major theoretical arguments that form the gist of this thesis: 

1. That clinical nurses undertaking master’s research, accommodate and 

adjust to the experience by endeavouring to incorporate the actions they 

associate with research into their existing constructions of personal 

professional practice. 

2. That they accomplished this by continually constructing a sense of 

professional ’Being’; a real-time ontological consciousness used to interpret 

social context and determine the most appropriate response – theoretical 

product that I refer to as ‘Professional ontology theory’. 

Chapter 5 considers the relationship of the findings presented in Chapters 3 and

4 to extant knowledge, a process referred to by Birks and Mills (2010) as theoretical 

integration. As such, this discussion section explores in depth the existing literature 
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on the topic investigated. As noted in Section 1.3 (see below), the timing of the 

literature review in grounded theory is contentious (Birks & Mills, 2010; Bryant & 

Charmaz, 2007b; Charmaz, 2006; Corbin & Strauss, 2008; Dunne, 2011; Strauss & 

Corbin, 1998). In this inquiry a two stage review of the literature was completed. 

This consisted of a preliminary or contextual review to justify the project (presented 

in this chapter), and a more systematic and applied review within Chapters 5. 

In Chapter 6 I reflexively examine the contextual influences that have affected 

the inquiry. This is achieved by considering three interconnected reflexive levels: 

personal, functional and disciplinary (Wilkinson, 1988). Throughout the discussion I 

present arguments that illustrate how my subjectivity has influenced the process 

and product of this inquiry. 

Finally, in Chapter 7 I synthesise the main findings of the thesis in order to 

identify a range of possible implications. From this foundation I make several 

recommendations intended to direct further research, and guide those with a 

responsibility for the support of master’s student research. 

1.3 Background 
A literature review within grounded theory research represents a contested concept

(Birks & Mills, 2010; Bryant & Charmaz, 2007c; Charmaz, 2006; Corbin & Strauss, 

2008; Dunne, 2011). According to Dunn (2011) whilst there exists consensus that 

such a review is necessary, the timing and purpose of such a review remain 

controversial. For example, within their seminal text Glaser and Strauss (1967) 

advocate delaying a detailed examination of the literature in order to prevent forcing 

pre-conceived notions into the emerging analysis. Various adaptations of such an 

approach have remained popular (Glaser, 1978; Strauss & Corbin, 1990, 1998), and

each can be argued to confer an applied degree of researcher neutrality. This 

position is summed up well by Lempert (2007, p. 254), in her assertion that such 

researchers are presented as virtual “clean slates”. Furthermore, in delaying a 

review of published knowledge, the research opens up the potential to utilise the 

extant literature as an additional source of data and thereby inform the analysis

(Glaser, 1978).

A delayed approach to the literature review is not without criticism. Bryant and 

Charmaz (2007c, p. 20) state “an open mind does not imply an empty head”, 

thereby contesting the notion of researcher as tabula rasa (clean slate). They go on 

to argue that those espousing the avoidance of literature at the outset of a study are

likely to already hold an extensive knowledge base of the subject being 

3



investigated. Lempert (2007) goes further; asserting that a knowledge of existing 

literature is essential to contributing meaningfully to a theoretical conversation. 

According to Lempert, undertaking a literature review at the outset of a grounded 

theory study provides the researcher with a vital understanding of theoretical 

parameters and gaps in knowledge, a position supported by Dunne (2011). It is 

worth noting that the authors who advocate an early literature review often also 

acknowledge the risks involved: specifically, that researchers may become 

constrained by the theories they read. They caution against developing a pre-

occupation with existing work at the expense of utilising creativity in theory 

generation (Bryant & Charmaz, 2007a, 2007c; Dunne, 2011; Lempert, 2007).

The debate in relation to the timing of a literature review can also be considered 

from a pragmatic perspective. Bryant and Charmaz (2007c) identify that a 

preliminary literature review is often a necessary evil: a requirement of many 

research governance procedures, and therefore a pre-requisite for researchers in 

order to gain the necessary permissions to conduct a study. This was my 

experience within the context of this study. Both the University and NHS ethics 

committees required a critical justification for the project, and assurances that the 

work did not unnecessarily duplicate existing work. 

In this section of the chapter I aim to develop a contextual foundation for the 

research project outlined throughout this thesis, a “contextual review” of sorts1. In so

doing, I attempt to tread a mid-line between the polar positions of adopting an early 

literature review, and delaying the use of literature until after the analytical story has 

emerged and stabilised (Strauss & Corbin, 1998). By focusing on context I hope to 

prevent the stifling of theoretical creativity that can be caused by becoming pre-

occupied with the work of other researchers operating in the field. However, I also 

aim to develop a critical justification for the project.

The review will commence by very briefly outlining the history of master’s 

degrees. From this foundation I will examine recent trends in postgraduate 

numbers. Specifically, by analysing data provided by the Higher Education Statistics

Agency (HESA), I will demonstrate that the numbers of students accessing part-time

taught master’s programmes represent over 80% of all part-time postgraduate 

students. I will reason that this creates an important drive for research that explores 

1

 My use of the term ‘contextual review’ should not be confused with the specialist methods of
contextual review undertaken as part of design research, whereby researchers develop a 
creative fusion of orthodox disciplinary/non-disciplinary sources to form an inter-disciplinary 
context for design research problems (Barnes & Melles, 2007). Rather, here I use the term 
to simply refer to a process of providing a critical overview of the research problem, a spiral 
process of exploring the context of the investigation being proposed. 
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the experiences of part-time master’s students and in particular those aspects of 

learning that have the potential to interface with the workplace. From this point, I will

discuss the relationship of research dissertations to master’s degrees, identifying 

the various drivers for the inclusion of a research dissertation. I will argue that the 

various methods of implementation for research dissertations remain open to 

interpretation, and that little is known about the student experience of undertaking 

master’s research, thus creating an impetus for further research. Finally, I will move 

to consider the relationship of nursing to master’s level education, demonstrating 

that nursing has a relatively recent history of involvement in master’s level 

education, and that little is known about how best to support those undertaking 

master’s research in practice settings. 

1.3.1 A brief history of master’s degrees
The roots of the modern day master’s degree arguably extend back into medieval 

history. According to the historical account of Lyte (1886), the concept of “Masters” 

dates back to the 12th century when apprenticed teachers organised “guilds of 

learning” and introduced systems for the licensing of members. Across continental 

Europe, the title of “Master” (a derivative of “Magister”), and similarly those of 

“Doctor” and “Professor”, did not indicate a scholarly rank as they do today, but 

rather represented an individual as holding a license to teach (Harriman, 1938). 

The emergence of a rank system in academia coincides with the advent of 

universities within the United Kingdom (Graham, 2002). Over a period of several 

centuries the title “Master” evolved from being an honorary title to a technical title

(Lyte, 1886). The process of earning the title was based on evidencing seven years 

of continued study (a Septennium) and the paying of a required fee (Harriman, 

1938). According to Lyte (1886), the development of universities as influential 

institutions of learning was fundamental to this shift in status, as was the ability of a 

licensed Master to retain involvement with such institutions beyond their retirement 

from teaching. Clearly, even in the Middle Ages, the notion of becoming a scholarly 

Master was perceived as a valued marker of legitimised social status.

According to Harriman (1938) many universities across Europe and in the 

United States (US) continued the practice of conferring the title of Master as an 

indication of sustained scholarly activity into the 20th century. He described this 

traditional process as the conferring of degrees “in course”, and expressed concern 

at the lack of rigour inherent in such a system, in effect leading to a qualification with

no value. Buell (1944) goes further, associating the practice of “in course” 
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conferment with the prostitution of the master’s qualification. The tradition took a 

long time to change. Indeed, in the US, Harvard University was the first to stop “in 

course” conferment in 1869, but some institutions continued the tradition until after 

the First World War (Harriman, 1938). Sadly, what replaced tradition was little better

in terms of quality as institutions were at liberty to award master’s qualifications as 

they saw fit. The confusing situation that resulted is summed up particularly well by 

Buell (1944, p. 400):

The master’s degree cannot be defined in any exact terms that will include 

all kinds and varieties that are awarded by all kinds of educational 

institutions. It is both an earned degree and an honorary one. It is awarded 

by universities, colleges, and state departments of education. The 

qualifications that need to be met by the candidate vary from nothing very 

definite to stern unyielding standards. The degree is awarded lavishly at this 

institution and reluctantly at that one. If one attempts to survey and classify 

the procedures in vogue, he is lost in a maze of varying requirements. There

are no exceptions because there is no rule; a point midway between 

extremes is not an average; and a college at that point in one respect may 

be extreme in another.

Clearly in relation to the quality assurance of master’s qualifications there were 

serious problems in regard to a lack of unified standards and procedural rigour 

within and across institutions. Indeed, in Europe, like the US, the problem of varying

quality in relation to master’s degrees continued throughout most of the 20th century;

this is despite a dramatic upsurge in those accessing higher education in the 1960s

(Henkle & Kogan, 1993). 

According to Harvey (2005) quality assurance did not become a serious concern

for UK based universities until the 1980s when the development of internal market 

forces, as a result of persistent political pressure, began to force higher education 

institutions (HEIs), to become more accountable and transparent in relation to the 

quality of their provision. In 1997, the Quality Assurance Agency (QAA), an 

organisation independent of any one HEI, was established to safeguard standards

(Harvey, 2005; QAA, n.d). Subsequently, postgraduate courses have been 

classified into Level 7 (master’s) and Level 8 (doctoral) categories, and national 

standards established for each (QAA, 2008a). Furthermore, in 2005 the Bologna 

Process resulted in the publication of a common framework of standards for 
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master’s education across Europe (R. Davies, 2008). The QAA verified the UK’s 

compliance to this standard in 2008 (QAA, 2008b). 

Today there exist a plethora of different types of Level 7 (L7) programme. 

Simply stated these can be categorised by the intended target award. In ascending 

sequence of academic credit these are classified by the QAA (2010) as: 

postgraduate certificates (60 L7 credits), postgraduate diplomas (120 L7 credits), 

and master’s degrees (180 L7 credits). 

Master’s degrees can be further classified into type depending on subject focus. 

Typical examples include: Master of Arts (MA), Master of Science (MSc), and 

Master of Philosophy (MPhil). In addition, various disciplines provide specialised 

master’s options, such as: Master of Education (MEd), Master of Business 

Administration (MBA), Master of Public Health (MPub), and Master of Laws (LLM). 

Finally, master’s degrees are commonly categorised by their mode of design, 

specifically: full-time versus part-time and research versus taught programmes. This

final type merits additional explanation.

Master’s by research programmes (MRes) usually require students to 

independently produce an in-depth research dissertation on which they are then 

examined as the sole or main component of the degree. In contrast, taught 

programmes are typically tutor led, modular in structure and continually assessed. 

Whilst it is common for taught master’s programmes to retain a research element, 

not all master’s programmes do this. Where taught programmes include a research 

element the emphasis is usually limited to a third of the total academic credit 

required to complete the award (60 L7 credits) (Drennan & Clarke, 2009; QAA, 

2010). 

In this thesis I am only concerned with the students on taught master’s 

programmes (180 L7 credits) with a requirement for a research dissertation worth 

60 L7 credits. It should be assumed that any reference to “master’s” from this point 

forward relates to this type of programme design unless otherwise stated. The 

rationale for this choice is summarised below, and each point will be explored 

further in the ensuing discussion:

 Master’s degrees are usually the only Level 7 programmes that require 

students to engage in research.

 Part-time students make up a significant proportion of those accessing 

taught master’s programmes (HEFCE, 2013; HESA, 2015).

 Taught master’s programmes typically relate to forms of professional 

education (Drennan & Hyde, 2008). 
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1.3.2 Recent trends in postgraduate numbers
The Higher Education Statistics Agency collects data annually from HEIs across the

UK for all postgraduate programmes and levels. In this section, I briefly analyse 

data obtained from HESA (2015) in order to consider trends in the number of 

students involved in taught master’s programmes versus other types of 

postgraduate degree (master’s by research and doctorates) from 2000 to 2014. This

comparison is intended to establish a sense of scale for taught master’s provision, 

and by inference the scale of the challenge faced by university departments 

supporting such students. 

The decision to utilise doctorate qualifications as a point of comparison was 

based on the observation that the literature focused on postgraduate student 

experiences, and particularly methods for supporting postgraduate student 

research, is commonly biased towards doctorate studies. Amongst others Anderson

et al. (2008), Drennan and Clarke (2009), and Ward and Dixon (2014) each add 

support to this observation. By comparing the difference in student numbers 

involved in both levels, this section adds weight to the argument that master’s 

programmes are under-researched. 

The three data requests I placed with HESA were:  

1. Number of first year postgraduate students 2000/01 – 2013/14 by 

qualification aim (2000/01 – 2006/07) and course aim (2007/08 – 2013/14)2.

3. Number of part-time master’s and doctorate students 2000/01 – 2013/14 by 

level of study (doctorate research/ doctorate taught/ master’s research/ 

master’s taught). 

4. Number of master’s and doctorate qualifiers 2000/01 – 2013/14 by level of 

qualification obtained (doctorate research/ doctorate taught/ master’s 

research/ master’s taught).    

2

 HESA changed the mechanism used for recording targeted qualification in 2007/08 from 
programme aim to a more detailed specification of course aim.
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1.3.2.1 Postgraduate student numbers 2000/01 – 2013/14

Figure 1.1 illustrates the year on year numbers of 1st year students enrolled on 

postgraduate programmes of any type for the period 2000/01 to 2013/14. Simply 

stated, the figures indicate a gradual increase of approximately 57% in student 

enrolment between 2000/1 and 2009/10, but then a decrease of approximately 9% 

between the academic years 2010/11 and 2012/13, albeit there is also a recovery of

approximately 4% indicated in the last year (2013/14).

Figure 1.1: Total number of first year postgraduate students 2000/01 – 2013/14 (regardless 
of academic level or programme aim). (HESA, 2015)

According to the data provided by HESA, the proportion of 1st year postgraduate 

students registering for taught master’s studies can be estimated to have increased 

from 46% of the total postgraduate student population in 2000/01 (n=97,844) to 

60% in 2013/143 (n=190,682). In terms of establishing a context for this inquiry, this 

finding is important in that it illustrates that taught master’s programmes are both the

most popular option for students seeking to undertake postgraduate education and 

an area of substantial growth.

3

 It is possible that the change in reporting mechanisms used by HESA may have skewed the
calculation provided; therefore the figure presented here is limited to an estimate calculated 
on available data. 
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1.3.2.2 Postgraduate part-time student numbers 2000/01 – 2013/14
Figure 1.2 compares the number of part-time master’s and doctorate students on 

either taught or research programmes for academic years 2000/01 to 2013/14 by 

level of study. Two findings are of particular note: the scale of difference in the 

number of students opting to access taught master’s programmes via the part-time 

route when compared to any other part-time postgraduate programme; and the 

degree of growth indicated in this group when compared to those of other part-time 

postgraduate programmes.

Figure 1.2: Number of part-time master’s and doctorate students on either taught or 
research programmes for academic years 2000/01 to 2013/14 by level of study. (HESA, 
2015)

As identified in Section 1.3.2.1 (p. 9), in the 2013/14 academic year 60% of all 

postgraduate students opted for a taught master’s programme (n=190,682). 

However, when considering only part-time students this proportion increases to over

80% (n=120,744; see Figure 1.3), a significant trend that has persisted since the 

2003/04 academic year (see Figure 1.4). In terms of establishing a context for this 

inquiry, these findings are important in that they illustrate that taught master’s 

programmes are the option most preferred by part-time postgraduate students.
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Figure 1.3: Proportions of part-time master’s and doctorate students for the 2013/14 
academic year by level of study. (HESA, 2015)

Figure 1.4: Proportions of part-time master’s and doctorate students 2000/01 to 2013/14 by 
level of study. (HESA, 2015)
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1.3.2.3 Postgraduate qualifiers 2000/01 – 2013/14
Figure 1.5 illustrates the number of master’s and doctoral students who have 

qualified between academic years 2000/01 and 2013/14. The chart illustrates an 

impressive year on year incline in the number of successful graduates for taught 

master’s programmes up until 2011/12 (from 69,094 in 2000/01 to 169,568 in 

20011/12, a total increase of approximately 245%). However, since 2011/12 there 

has been a gradual decline of 3.6% (n=6,172).

Figure 1.5: Number of master’s and doctorate qualifiers 2000/01 to 2013/14 by level of 
qualification obtained. (HESA, 2015)

In terms of contributing to the context of this study, these findings are important 

as they indicate that nationally the number of students completing taught master’s 

programmes has increased substantially since the 2000/01 academic year. Given 

that many taught master’s programmes have a research dissertation as an integral 

component of the curriculum (QAA, 2010), it can be argued that departments 

supporting postgraduate study within HEIs have been experiencing an 

unprecedented increase in the number of students in need of research supervision. 
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This leads to questions in regard to how such departments have responded to this 

increased demand, and what impact this may have on the students involved.

1.3.3  The  relationship  of  the  research  dissertation  to  master’s
degrees 
As has already been stated, the inclusion of a research dissertation project 

represents a common feature within master’s degree programmes (H. Davies, 2009;

QAA, 2010; Sin, 2012). This is perhaps unsurprising when one considers the 

emphasis that is placed on research by the organisations responsible for defining 

the characteristics of master’s level study. In a survey of master’s degree 

programmes across Europe, H. Davies (2009) found research to be a “defining 

feature” (p. 49) of such awards, a finding reinforced by Sin’s observation that 

research features within the Framework for Qualifications in the European Higher 

Education Area (FQ-EHEA) (Sin, 2012). Furthermore, in the UK, research is given 

significant emphasis within the QAA’s descriptor for qualifications at Level 7 (QAA, 

2008a), appearing in three of the five criteria used to define the standard. 

The degree of emphasis placed on research in master’s programmes can also 

be argued to be representative of the importance placed on research within 

universities in general. Universities are said to serve a dual function: the 

dissemination of knowledge through teaching, and the generation of knowledge 

through research (Graham, 2002). Consequently, research is positioned as central 

to a university’s purpose, and represents a core strategic concern. This is well 

illustrated by examining the connection of research activity to university funding. 

In order to demonstrate the scale of the economies concerned, it is useful to 

consider the allocation of government funding to HEIs by HEFCE, the organisation 

responsible for the distribution of government funding across the higher education 

sector (HEFCE, 2015). In the academic year 2015/16, HEFCE announced the 

allocation of 39% (£1558 million) of the total funds available to 130 HEIs (£3971 

million) for the support of research (see Figure 1.6). This represented the largest 

proportion of allocated funding, and overshadows that allocated to teaching by £140

million (HEFCE, 2015). It is worth noting that the allocation of research funding by 

HEFCE is also competitive, based on assessments of a specific institution’s 

research quality and productivity (Research Assessment Framework [REF], 2014). 

Clearly, with such sums at stake, any activities that may enhance an individual 

institution’s research capacity, including master’s level research, are likely to be 

valued. Indeed, Drennan and Clarke (2009) suggest that a need to maintain 
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research capacity in universities is one reason that is used in the defence of 

including research dissertations in taught awards.

Figure 1.6: HEFCE grant allocation 2015-16 (£3971 Million) (HEFCE, 2015)

Norms associated with particular professional disciplines can also be argued to 

influence the inclusion and format of master’s research. For instance, nursing has 

responded to the pressure for increased research capacity and capability, by giving 

emphasis to research within all levels of professional education (N. Edwards, 

Webber, Mill, Kahwa, & Roelofs, 2009; Finch, 2007; Segrott, McIvor, & Green, 

2006; WHO, 2009). It is therefore unsurprising to find that research dissertations 

feature heavily in nursing based master’s programmes (Drennan & Clarke, 2009). 

The above discussion indicates three central drivers for the inclusion of research

in master’s awards. These can be summarised as: statutory related drivers, capacity

related drivers and disciplinary specific drivers. Combined, they apply a 

considerable degree of influence on those responsible for the design of taught 

master’s programmes for the inclusion of a research dissertation. However, the 
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extent to which research may connect to a given programme and the form such a 

connection may take remain open to interpretation.

For example, Pilcher (2011) demonstrated that supervisors can assert 

considerable influence on the precise form a master’s research dissertation takes. 

Utilising grounded theory methods he interviewed 31 master’s supervisors from a 

single university department twice over a two-year period. Pilcher (2011) concluded 

that the product and process of a master’s research dissertation is an “elusive 

chameleon” (p. 29). Whilst core characteristics of master’s dissertations are clearly 

identifiable, they tend to be defined locally and are interpreted differently by 

individual research supervisors. Furthermore, exceptions to core characteristics are 

both numerous and commonplace. 

Whilst Pilcher (2011) may be criticised for attempting to over-generalise 

descriptive findings (applying these to the whole of the UK), his work indicates a 

clear potential for localised variances in approaches to master’s research within a 

given institution. Accepting university departments are required to interpret the 

defining criteria of master’s level study from organisations such as the QAA and 

cater for the individual needs of students, it can be argued that a degree of variance

is to be expected and is necessary. However, as the discussion of the history of 

master’s degrees helps illustrate, too much variance can lead to problems in terms 

of quality assurance, a point emphasised by Pilcher:

This variety is not framed negatively, supervision is very personal, and is 

dissertation and student dependent. Nevertheless, this level of difference 

could be something Heads of Departments or recruitment officers would feel 

uncomfortable with as it could suggest inequity in levels of guidance.”

(Pilcher, 2011, p. 33, emphasis original)

Pilcher (2011) concludes his study by arguing that it is important for research 

supervisors to be aware of the risk of misassumption: specifically, that the nature 

and form of master’s dissertations vary considerably and consequently so will 

student expectations. 

Accepting the considerable emphasis that is placed on university departments to

include a research element within their taught master’s programmes, and the 

potential for variance in the interpretation as to what precise form a research 

dissertation should take, it can be argued that it is necessary to explore the 

experiences of students who have experienced master’s level research. As will be 

demonstrated more thoroughly in Chapter 5 of this thesis, the research literature 
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available in relation to this issue is surprisingly sparse (Anderson, Day, & 

McLaughlin, 2006; Anderson et al., 2008; Drennan & Clarke, 2009; Pilcher, 2011; 

Ward & Dixon, 2014). Combined, these factors form a general basis for the 

justification of this investigation.

1.3.4 The relationship of nursing to master’s level research
So far in this contextual review I have outlined the context of master’s level research

in a general sense: exploring the history of master’s degrees, the recent trends of 

student numbers and the relationship of research dissertations to master’s 

programmes. In so doing I have begun to develop an argument that supports the 

conception of this inquiry. In particular: that universities are under increasing 

pressure to quality assure the provision of their master’s programmes. It is evident 

that taught master’s programmes have experienced a recent period of 

unprecedented growth (especially amongst part-time student populations). This may

have resulted in pressure on those supporting research within such programmes, 

and potentially on the students involved. Whilst numerous drivers exist for the 

inclusion of research dissertations within taught master’s programmes, variance can

occur at a local level in relation to interpretations of what master’s research 

dissertations should involve. 

I will now focus on the relationship between nursing and master’s level research.

I will begin by very briefly considering the historical aspects of this relationship 

before examining the various drivers for clinical nurses to undertake master’s study. 

I will argue that the number of clinical nurses engaging in taught master’s 

programmes is increasing, but that numerous tensions exist between the 

profession’s emphasis on credentialing and the potential practice benefits master’s 

study can bring. Finally, I will consider the role of master’s research in relation to 

building research capacity in nursing. Specifically, I will argue that the integration of 

nursing into higher education and the emergence of evidenced-based practice have 

resulted in an increased demand for research capacity in nursing. I will then argue 

that master’s programmes are utilised as a mechanism of increasing both research 

capacity and capability, but that significant barriers remain for those involved. From 

this point of view, I will suggest that research is needed to examine how clinical 

nurses undertaking master’s research accommodate and adjust to the experience.
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1.3.4.1 The history of master’s degrees in relation to nursing
Within the UK nursing has a relatively recent history within higher education (Cook 

& Green, 2000; Green, Segrott, & Hewitt, 2006; Segrott et al., 2006). To 

demonstrate: the first bachelor’s degree in nursing was established by Edinburgh 

University in 1960 (Willis, 2012), and the integration of nursing into higher 

education, the point at which the minimum entry qualification needed for 

professional registration was a Diploma in Higher Education, was only completed in 

1996 (Green et al., 2006). Prior to this nursing education in the UK had followed an 

apprentice model, a style of work-based nurse training originally founded by 

Florence Nightingale (McCloskey, 1981; Ruby, 1999). Since integrating with higher 

education, the UK has experienced a phased implementation of graduate-based 

education: Wales becoming all graduate in 2004, Scotland in 2011, and finally 

England in September 2013 (Willis, 2012). This contrasts starkly with the systems 

for nursing education utilised within America where the integration of nursing within 

higher education came much sooner (Abdellah, 2006; McCloskey, 1981; Ruby, 

1999). 

Unsurprisingly, the integration of UK nursing into higher education has had 

repercussions in terms of increased uptake of postgraduate education, a 

phenomenon that also occurred in the US (McCloskey, 1981). In the UK, the 1st 

master’s degree programme associated with nursing was developed by Manchester

University in 1973 (Willis, 2012). However, according to Cooke and Green (2000), 

master’s level education didn’t become popular in nursing until after the transition of 

nursing into higher education was complete. Whilst the initial period of growth of UK 

nursing-based master’s programmes has been attributed to nurse educators 

needing to compete with other academic disciplines (Cook & Green, 2000), it can 

also be argued that postgraduate education has grown in popularity amongst nurses

working within practice settings. For example, although now dated, surveys by 

Whyte, Lugton and Fawcett (2000) and by Drennan (2008) investigating the 

employment destinations of graduates from nursing-based master’s degrees 

showed trends for master’s graduates to remain employed within the health service.

Whilst it is possible to suggest that this represents an expected response to the 

gradual increase in academic standard required for entry into the profession

(Drennan & Hyde, 2008), the drivers for clinical nurses to engage in master’s level 

study can be shown to be more nuanced in their relationship to professional 

development. 
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1.3.4.2 Drivers for clinical nurses to engage in master’s level 
study
Professional development is a broad ranging term that can be argued to incorporate

a plethora of meanings. For instance continuing professional development (CPD) 

has become common phraseology in healthcare contexts, typically being used to 

represent the continuous learning activities professionals engage in to enable them 

to remain safe and up-to-date practitioners (Brekelmans, Poell, & van Wijk, 2013). 

Given its emphasis on patient safety (Griscti & Jacono, 2006), the term has become

an established norm within healthcare and represents a professional obligation for 

all registered nurses. Since 1995 the professional body for nursing, the Nursing and 

Midwifery Council (NMC), has required all registered nurses to be able to evidence 

their continued professional development in order to remain registered (NMC, 

2011). Recently, this process has received greater emphasis through the 

introduction of “revalidation” (NMC, 2015c), a more rigorous mechanism for 

monitoring the CPD activity of individual practitioners (NMC, 2015a). Whilst 

revalidation does not require registered nurses to engage in university-based 

programmes, it does serve to emphasise the need for practitioners to engage in 

learning. Given that formal programmes of professional education are recognised as

a common mechanism for individual practitioners to demonstrate their engagement 

in CPD (Brekelmans et al., 2013; L. Gallagher, 2007), it is reasonable to suggest 

that CPD represents a powerful driver for nurses to engage in master’s education

(Gerrish, McManus, & Ashworth, 2003). 

Formal processes of professional development in nursing can be connected to 

the notion of credentialing, and this in turn can represent a powerful and broad 

ranging driver for clinical nurses to engage in master’s level study. Credentialing is 

defined by Hickey et al. (2014) as: 

A broad term to reflect the establishment of requirements and the evaluation 

of individuals or organizations against those requirements so that a 

particular status is achieved. (p. 120)

Therefore credentialing is represented as an umbrella term that can be applied 

across numerous levels (Dickerson, 2012). At a programme level, master’s degrees 

in nursing are commonly validated against established academic and professional 

standards in order to gain a specific form of accredited status (Drennan & Hyde, 

2008). To illustrate further, in nursing it is common to find master’s programmes 

validated against NMC standards for “recordable” qualifications (NMC, 2015d). 
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These often represent post-basic qualifications such as Specialist Practitioner or 

Specialist Community and Public Health Nursing (SCPHN), and serve to indicate a 

course that has been accredited with the right to judge enhanced forms of 

professional status. Individuals complete such programmes as a method of 

demonstrating their attainment of the standards for which the programme is 

validated (credentialing at an individual level). Put simply, by attaining an accredited

master’s qualification nurses are able to demonstrate a legitimate status claim, and 

therefore their right to access the privileges such status can bring. This may include 

the right to be registered as a particular type of nurse or to apply for a particular 

role. 

Credentialing in this way can be argued to represent a vital gate-keeping 

function necessary for the regulation of occupations (Drennan & Hyde, 2008). 

However, such systems can be criticised for encouraging professionals to seek 

qualifications primarily for status (Gerrish et al., 2003). The Department of Health 

[DH] (2011), for instance, maps higher education qualifications to the various levels 

indicated within the Nursing Career Framework. In so doing they help reinforce the 

stereotype that qualifications enhance career progression. According to Drennan 

and Hyde (2008), this can lead nurses into undertaking master’s study for career 

progression rather than to develop their professional skills. It may be argued that 

credentialing reinforces the perception that professional development connects to 

academic development, a notion Gerrish et al. (2003) identify as a common driver 

for nurses to engage in master’s study.

The potential for credentialing to represent a primary motive for nurses to 

engage in master’s study is worrying. For example, following a qualitative research 

study exploring the meaning of master’s level performance in relation to practice, 

Gerrish et al. (2003) identified that master’s courses did little to further the caring 

mandate associated to the role of a nurse. As a consequence they conclude that 

nursing “is at risk of alienating itself from the public it serves” (Gerrish et al., 2003, p.

110). Additionally, a more recent discursive analysis undertaken by McSherry, 

Pearce, Grimwood and McSherry (2012), suggested a link between nurse education

and public perception of nursing as lacking care and compassion. Whilst caring is 

recognised as a particularly complex concept (Flynn, 2013), such conclusions 

represent particularly foreboding statements when viewed in the context of the 

public inquiry into events at Mid-Staffordshire hospital (Francis, 2013). When 

considered in this context, the need for up-to-date research that explores how 

nurses engage and utilise their master’s experience appears evident.
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It is important to note that the drivers discussed so far are unlikely to exist in 

isolation, but rather overlap. Furthermore, top-down drivers such as CPD and 

credentialing likely combine with more individualistic drivers for engaging in master’s

study such as the desire for a specific job, career progression, increased income or 

simply a desire to learn. Drennan and Hyde (2008) recognised that some nurses are

motivated to undertake master’s study primarily for the sake of the learning gained. 

Master’s study is thought to bring numerous benefits for nurses, including 

increased confidence and the provision of generic skills such as autonomous critical

thinking, problem solving, decision making and research know-how (Ashworth, 

Gerrish, & McManus, 2001; Cragg & Andrusyszyn, 2005; Gerrish et al., 2003). Yet, 

according to a recent literature review published by Ng, Tuckett, Fox-Young and 

Kain (2013) there remains scant evidence of practice change as a consequence of 

postgraduate education. This may be problematic for individuals seeking support to 

engage in master’s level study. Research by Drennan and Hyde (2008) into the 

social selection and regulation of master’s degrees for nurses identified that service 

managers selected staff on the basis of their perceptions of the potential for service 

benefits. Consequently managers were found to favour courses with assured 

practical utility in the clinical setting, such as Master’s in Advanced Practice. Given a

lack of any clear evidence related to the clinical benefits of master’s level study, 

especially in programmes which focus on non-clinical aspects of professional 

practice (e.g. education or business), it is hard to see how such individualistic 

approaches to support may be challenged.

1.3.4.3 The role of the master’s degree in developing research 
capacity in nursing
It has been suggested that nursing research in the UK only began to flourish after 

schools of nursing were integrated within higher education, and that this created the

impetus needed for nursing faculty to undertake research as part of their 

educational practice (Cook & Green, 2000; Green et al., 2006; Segrott et al., 2006). 

However, at around the same time (1990s), evidence-based practice (EBP) was 

emerging as the predominant methodology for healthcare interventions (M. Thomas,

Burt, & Parkes, 2010), and consequently this too can be argued to represent an 

essential driver for the growth in interest in nursing research (Segrott et al., 2006). 

Today research has been adopted as a central facet of professional nursing. In 

the UK this is demonstrated by the inclusion of EBP within the NMC Code of 

Conduct (NMC, 2015c), and the incorporation of research into all levels of 

professional education (N. Edwards et al., 2009; Finch, 2007; Segrott et al., 2006; 
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WHO, 2009). On a more global level, their exists recognition for the need to develop

research capacity and capability4 in nursing (N. Edwards et al., 2009; Green et al., 

2006; McCance, Fitzsimons, Keeney, Hasson, & McKenna, 2007; Segrott et al., 

2006). Consequently the skills associated with research have become 

professionally desirable for employers and practitioners alike. 

The recent emphasis afforded to research capacity and capability in nursing is 

likely to be in part responsible for the commonplace inclusion of a research 

dissertation within nursing-based master’s programmes. Indeed this may be 

considered a predictable point of progression, representing an escalation of 

knowledge and skill from a focus on research capability in undergraduate 

programmes towards research capacity in postgraduate programmes. Evidence to 

support such an assertion can be found by comparing the NMC’s professional 

standards for pre-registration training with those for recordable post-registration 

qualifications (NMC, 2004, 2008, 2010, 2015b; UKCC, 1998). In particular, 

references related to research capability can be identified in each of the published 

standards, but references alluding to research capacity are made only in the 

standards relating to post-basic qualifications; those that are most likely to be 

undertaken at master’s level. 

Furthermore, the literature related to the development of research capacity in 

nursing clearly indicates postgraduate education as a crucial element in the 

enablement of nursing research (Cook & Green, 2000; N. Edwards et al., 2009; 

Green et al., 2006; McCance et al., 2007; Segrott et al., 2006). Of particular note is 

the narrative review by O’Byrne and Smith (2011), which identifies experiential 

learning as a dominant model for developing research capacity and capability in 

nursing. Simply stated, experiential learning theory refers to learning through 

experience (Kolb, 1983). When used as a pedagogy for the facilitation of research 

capacity, experiential learning implies a requirement for learners to gain and reflect 

on first-hand experience of undertaking research. This therefore provides an 

educational rationale for the inclusion of research projects in master’s programmes.

4

 These terms are recognised as being troublesome to define, and are often used 
interchangeably (McCance et al., 2007; O’Byrne & Smith, 2011). For the sake of clarity, in 
this study I refer to research capacity as relating to an ability to conduct research, and 
research capability as the ability to utilise the findings of research. Both are considered vital, 
but whilst all nurses may be expected to utilise the findings of research, only a minority are 
ever likely to need the skills to undertake research (Finch, 2007).
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1.3.4.4 Barriers against master’s research in Nursing
Whilst master’s research is positioned as a mechanism that can support the 

development of research capacity, this should not be assumed to mean that the 

experience is straightforward for those engaged in such studies, or that students are

constantly supported throughout their attempts to undertake research. Master’s 

dissertation students are often required to adjust and accommodate to the 

experience of undertaking research as independent learners; moving from 

structured learning experiences common in taught modules, to the solitude of 

undertaking research in practice via models of university-based supervision. For 

nurses this requirement is likely to necessitate facing numerous practice-based 

barriers relating to undertaking research in healthcare settings. These may include: 

a lack of infrastructure for the support of research, insufficient time to undertake 

research related activities, a lack of available resources, competing workload 

priorities, insufficient knowledge, and availability and access to appropriate 

supervision (Fitzsimons, McCance, & Armstrong, 2006; McMaster, Jammali-Blasi, 

Andersson-Noorgard, Cooper, & McInnes, 2013; Moore, Crozier, & Kite, 2012; 

O’Byrne & Smith, 2011; Severinsson, 2014). 

Additionally, there is some evidence to suggest that nurses engaged in research

face stereotypes that may challenge their self and public image of being a “good 

nurse” (Hicks, 1995, 1996a, 1996b, 1999). Whilst this research is now dated, the 

work does raise salient questions in regard to the potential for experiencing negative

stereotypes in relation to research activity. These questions can be argued to 

remain current especially where such research activity is related to an academic 

qualification in nursing. Stacey, Pollock and Crawford (2015), for example, identify 

that public and professional opinion in relation to the academic preparation of 

nurses is polarised. They neatly summarise the stereotypical view adopted by the 

critics of the academic system when they state: 

These criticisms include the assumption that those who are academically 

able are less skilled and less interested in the fundamental aspects of the 

provision of nursing care. (Stacey et al., 2015, p. 2086)

Furthermore, evidence exists to suggest that such polarised opinions may result 

in negative repercussions in practice (Roberts, Demarco, & Griffin, 2009; Stacey, 

Felton, & Joynson, 2010), such as isolation and bullying.

Finally, it is worth adding that nurses undertaking master’s dissertations are not 

immune to the everyday pressures commonly faced by adult learners regardless of 
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discipline. These may include the need to make adjustments to day-to-day life in 

order to accommodate the inclusion of study into an already crammed life (Kember, 

1999). 

1.4 Summary 
Throughout this chapter I have developed a series of arguments that combine to 

provide a critical justification for this study. By moving from a broad historical 

perspective to the specific disciplinary example of nursing I have argued that, whilst 

historically master’s degrees have a dubious reputation in terms of quality, 

universities today are under increasing pressure to quality assure their master’s 

programmes against national and international standards. Taught master’s 

programmes, representing a relatively recent mode of master’s study, have 

experienced a period of unprecedented growth, becoming the most popular method 

of part-time postgraduate study and putting pressure on both those supporting and 

undertaking research within such programmes. Additionally, despite mechanisms 

for the quality assurance of research dissertations within taught master’s 

programmes, variance can still occur in relation to the precise expectations of 

student work as a consequence of supervisors having different conceptions of what 

master’s research should look like. 

Furthermore, nursing has a very recent history in relation to higher education. 

The need for practitioners to continually utilise credentialing as a mechanism of 

demonstrating on-going professional development has created an impetus for 

clinical practitioners to engage in master’s education. Master’s degrees are 

considered to represent a mechanism for the development of research capacity in 

nursing. Finally, I have argued that whilst university programmes can provide an 

experiential learning opportunity in relation to research, the learners involved still 

face considerable barriers in regard to how to undertake research projects within 

occupational settings, an issue that leads to concerns regarding support.

Figure 1.7 summarises the main points of this chapter in the form of a contextual

framework. Combined, these factors outline the background of the research 

problem this inquiry seeks to respond to: specifically, the need for universities to 

support students undertaking research in a way that maximises learning and 

student well-being. Chapter 2 moves from this contextual foundation to determine 

the most suited research design.

In order to address this problem this research aimed to:
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Explore how clinical nurses, as an example of a particular professional 

group, accommodate and adjust to the experience of undertaking part-

time master’s research. 

The study had two objectives:

1. To describe and conceptualise the processes involved when clinical 

nurses conduct a master’s degree research project.

5. To develop an explanatory theory of these processes.
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Figure 1.7: A contextual framework for considering master’s research in nursing
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Chapter 2: Research Design

2.1 Introduction
Research is a word with many possible definitions. For those conducting a research 

study the word ‘research’ usually relates to the notion of a systematic scheme of 

inquiry and the contribution to a “body of knowledge”. In this context research is not 

described as a finite point, but rather as a process. This process involves interfacing

philosophies associated with the nature of knowledge, the theories developed from 

such philosophies, the mechanisms and techniques researchers utilise in the 

process of seeking a solution to a defined question(s), and the problem that 

spawned the question. According to Crotty (1998) the process is not necessarily 

linear (as just described), nor is it necessarily unidirectional. For instance, a study 

may be conceived from the need to find a solution to a real world problem leading to

considerations associated with method, methodology, theory and epistemology. 

Equally it can be argued that prior experience and personal belief (personal 

epistemology: see Hofer and Pintrich, 2004) may influence and sensitise the 

researcher to perceive a problem in a particular way, thus influencing the direction 

of the process undertaken and even the definition of the problem itself.

Within this chapter I seek to critically justify the research design applied within 

this thesis. This provides the reader with a critical rationale for each decision 

reached and consequently enhances the inquiry’s dependability (Guba, 1981). I 

open the chapter by clarifying the terms epistemology, ontology, theoretical 

perspective, methodology and method. I then move to critically justify each element 

of the research design used within this study. Throughout the chapter I argue that it 

is necessary to ensure the alignment of the various elements of a given research 

design, whilst also demonstrating congruence to the specific research aims and 

outcomes. Furthermore, I show how various pragmatic limitations influenced the 

research design, specifically in relation to the research methods used. I will discuss 

the ethical implications of the methods used, before closing the chapter by critically 

considering how the study demonstrates rigour and trustworthiness.  

2.2 Clarifying research terminology
According to Creswell (2007) there are multiple research typologies and 

classification systems in existence. Crotty (1998) presented a simple schematic 

representation of the research process that highlights a relationship between 

philosophy, theoretical perspective, methodology and research methods. I have 
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adopted this schematic for use here due to its straightforward nature. I considered 

other approaches by Creswell (2007) and Denzin and Lincoln (2005), but rejected 

them due to their reliance on research paradigms: a concept that I believe to be 

contested in social science, and one that as a consequence has become somewhat 

nebulous in definition. It is worth noting that absent from this schematic is the notion

of research design. Birks and Mills (2010) and Mason and Whitehead (2003) 

positioned research design as the overall strategy for a research project. Taken in 

this context, research design is seen to relate to both the application of specific 

methods and the underlying reasoning for their use. Consequently issues of 

philosophy, research theory and methodology are part of any specific research 

design (see Figure 2.1) and need to be included in this chapter.

Given the potential confusion that exists regarding research terminology, before 

the schematic suggested by Crotty (1998) is applied it is first necessary to clarify 

what each of the contributing elements represent within the context of this thesis.

Figure 2.1: Constituents of research design

Heywood and Stronach (2004) stated that there is no universal consensus of 

philosophy. It therefore follows that there is no universally accepted belief about the 

“true” nature of knowledge, and that consequently a paradox exists: if the true 

nature of knowledge is not known, then how can we know anything for certain? 

Goles and Hirschheim (2000) described this as the “essential problem of science” 

(p. 250); a problem that has plagued science since its conception. Epistemological 

theories are used to explain the assumptions behind how any claimed “truth” can be
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known: for instance, how the findings of research fit within a so-called “body of 

knowledge”. Therefore epistemology is the branch of philosophy that is primarily 

concerned with the theory of knowledge (Pritchard, 2006). Whilst it is possible to 

conduct research without making explicit the philosophical assumptions made, to do

so does not remove their presence (Goles & Hirschheim, 2000; Lukka, 2010). 

Rather, to leave these assumptions unexplored serves to restrict the perspective of 

the research (Lukka, 2010), and consequently risks the researcher being unable to 

fully justify any methodological decision.

Like epistemology, ontology can be argued to represent an important aspect of 

research philosophy. Whereas epistemology is primarily concerned with the nature 

of knowledge (Pritchard, 2006), ontology is concerned with the nature of ‘Being’

(Lowe, 2007). Ontological questions can be shown to have a close relationship to 

epistemology: for example, the fundamental ontological question of whether 

knowledge exists within or outside the ‘Being’ (realism versus relativism) can be 

shown to relate directly to the epistemological question of objectivism versus 

subjectivism (Guba & Lincoln, 1994). To illustrate: ontology, when viewed from the 

perspective of an objectivist epistemology, suggests that an object’s meaning exists 

within the object itself, and knowledge of it is therefore separate from the 

consciousness of the individual (Bryman, 2008). Whereas ontology, when seen from

a constructionist epistemology, posits that meaning is a subjective construction 

existing only within the psyche of the individual (Bryman, 2008). It can therefore be 

proposed that any specific epistemological position implies a corresponding 

ontological assumption; ergo, it can be suggested that an objectivist epistemology 

assumes a corresponding objectivist ontology, and similarly a constructionist 

epistemology implies a constructionist ontology. 

The notion of “theoretical perspective” can be argued to be any collection of 

ideas that are used for explanatory purposes (Haralambos & Holborn, 2008). Hence

theories can exist in a number of broad ranging contexts, for example 

epistemological, sociological or methodological. Crotty (1998) positioned theoretical 

perspectives within his schematic of the research process, and in so doing offers a 

specific contextualisation of theory. Here, the context is a means of explaining and 

making explicit the philosophical assumptions inherent in the researcher’s choice of 

method (Crotty, 1998). On first appearance, such a definition could be confused 

with epistemological and ontological theory as described above. However, the 

context of epistemology and ontology is the theoretical positioning of knowledge and

‘Being’ (respectively), whereas the context of theoretical perspectives as described 

by Crotty relates to the world-view of the researcher and how this view leads to 
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metaphysical assumptions within the choice of research methods. For example, it is 

possible to argue that a research problem may be considered from differing world-

views, giving numerous perspectives and insights on any one research problem; 

much like a photographer switching lenses to gain a different perspective on his 

point of focus. The underpinning epistemology and ontology may remain consistent,

but the theoretical lens used by the researcher can vary. Hence a sociological 

problem may be examined from a macro (structural) or micro (agency) perspective, 

but still apply the same epistemological and ontological assumptions. 

Just as epistemological and ontological positions can be aligned to numerous 

theoretical perspectives, so can theoretical perspectives be aligned to numerous 

possible research methods. Within this thesis I define methodology as the study of 

general principles of investigation: to illustrate, the suitability of particular research 

methods to a defined philosophical position (T. Mason & Whitehead, 2003). Hence 

methodology acts a conduit between the physical and metaphysical elements of the 

research design, guiding the study of logic from the methods used to collect and 

analyse data, through to the scope and meaning of the philosophical assumptions 

made. 

2.3 Ontological & epistemological positioning
In considering the research process, Crotty (1998) argued that the tension that is 

frequently said to exist between quantitative and qualitative methods represents a 

misinterpretation. Rather, the source of tension is epistemological: existing between 

the contrasting perspectives of objectivism and constructionism. I will now analyse 

these positions against the stated research aim to establish a suitable philosophical 

foundation for this study.

As I previously argued, an objectivist epistemology assumes an objectivist-

aligned ontology. Therefore, according to objectivist belief, the knowledge gained 

from a robust inquiry into the processes of accommodation and adaptation 

experienced by novice researchers represents an external truth. That is to claim that

the knowledge exists independently of my consciousness as the researcher 

investigating the phenomena, or that of the research participant. This external 

knowledge may only be acquired objectively through the senses (Flick, 2009). 

Objectivism is commonly associated with positivism (Crotty, 1998). It therefore 

relates to deductive science, where knowledge of “facts” facilitates the development 

of theoretical “laws”, and the consequent testing of theories and new hypotheses in 

turn verifies the facts (Flick, 2009). Knowledge represents an objective truth and is 
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therefore deterministic. The behaviour of novice researchers is thus reduced to 

nothing more than an observed and potentially predictable effect from a yet 

uncertain, and potentially complex, cause. The results of rigorous and valid inquiry 

are independent of the influence of subjective experience; for instance, they are 

removed from the influence of perception of either the individual participant or 

researcher. Consequently, results can be tested for reliability, and stand claims of 

generalisation (Crotty, 1998). 

Yet, the validity of such a position can easily be questioned. Constructionists, for

example, ask how such knowledge of meaning can be recognised outside of 

individual consciousness. In so doing they apply a relational ontology to the 

epistemological debate of the true nature of knowledge (Crotty, 1998). Kant (1724-

1804), cited as a forebear of constructionist thinking, suggested that for an object to 

be considered within the mind it must conform to its manner of thought (Crotty, 

1998). Hence, for constructionists knowledge is not lying in wait, but comes into 

reality only when our minds engage with the “real-world object” observed. Therefore

there is no such thing as objective meaning, only degrees of interpretation. 

Constructionists further suggest that inherent within interpretation is the imbibed 

meaning created through our exposure to culture (Crotty, 1998). Therefore, when 

viewed from the perspective of constructionism, knowledge of the processes of 

adaptation and accommodation of nurses conducting research would be accepted 

as a singular interpretation of meaning constructed from an interplay between object

and subject; the object representing what is being observed, and the subject the 

consciousness of the observer influenced by a world of socially constructed 

meaning. Consequently, inherent within the knowledge gained are the particular and

unique circumstances surrounding both the observed and the observer; thus 

rendering generalisation claims invalid. 

So far it has been shown that both objectivist and constructionist perspectives 

have a degree of congruence to the aims of this inquiry. However, the objectivist 

emphasis on deductivism (through its relation to positivism) can be argued to 

impose a limitation on the facilitation of descriptive exploration. For example, 

deductivism seeks to develop and test hypotheses from existing theory (Flick, 

2009), and thus can reduce exploration to a predefined scope of existing theory. 

Furthermore, deductive research has been criticised as being preoccupied with 

theory verification (Glaser & Strauss, 1967), and by inference objectivism stands 

accused of stifling theoretical creativity. Given that in this inquiry I aim to explore 

and theorise the adaptation and accommodation processes involved when clinical 

nurses conduct master’s research, I consider objectivism as representing too 
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restrictive an approach. Rather, a constructionist perspective, ontologically relativist 

and epistemologically subjectivist with an emphasis on contextual interpretative 

description, represents a more congruent philosophical foundation for the inquiry.

Heywood and Stronach (2004) identified an apparent paradox when considering

the nature of philosophy. The gist of their argument suggests the presence of an 

implied philosophy behind that of any other stated philosophical position. In simple 

terms a philosophy cannot exist without a foundation of an already existing 

philosophy. The example offered by Heywood and Stronach is the dualism apparent

in Descartes’ famous statement “I think therefore I am.” Within this declaration 

exists a symbiosis between thinking and Being; ergo, thinking is implied in a 

philosophy of Being and vice versa. In my opinion, a similar paradox can be argued 

to exist when attempting to determine the epistemological position of research. 

Hofer and Pintrich (1997) argued that we each develop an internal epistemological 

perspective: our own way of knowing about the world. If we choose to accept such a

position (which in itself is philosophical, and contains inherent within it an 

undercurrent of constructionist thinking), it becomes clear that the very identification 

and phrasing of a research problem is already influenced by our preconceptions of 

the world and how we think knowledge is represented within it; a form of personal 

preference constructed from various influences, not least of which is our perceived 

sense of context. Heidegger (1962, p. 114) put this influence succinctly:

Every enquiry is a seeking. Every seeking gets guided beforehand by what 

is sought.

If this philosophical position is accepted as valid, the justification of any research

epistemology assumes a degree of personal preference.

Through this discussion it is possible to conclude that a constructionist 

ontological and epistemological perspective is the most congruent to the exploratory

aims of this inquiry. The resultant theory therefore assumes the limitation of this 

philosophical approach: namely that the theory generated is not an objective truth 

regardless of the degree of rigour applied to the research methods described later in

this chapter. Consequently, this thesis represents only one possible relational 

interpretation of the phenomena studied; a singular face of a multifaceted truth 

constructed through a discourse between researcher and participant, and influenced

by the wider cultural contexts of both. Furthermore, in agreement with Hofer and 

Pintrich’s (1997) theory of personal epistemology, I believe that this philosophy is 
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closely aligned to my own assumptions of the nature of reality and how we come to 

know it; my own world-view.

2.4 Theoretical perspectives
According to Crotty (1998) a distinct epistemological viewpoint does not necessarily 

imply a specific theoretical perspective. However, he asserted that some 

epistemological perspectives are fundamentally at odds to the assumptions implied 

within a given theory, whilst others can be argued to align well. To illustrate: 

Husserl’s theory of phenomenology places emphasis on the interpretation of lived 

experience to construct new meaning (Cohen, 2000). This is opposed to an 

objectivist epistemology as it contradicts the base objectivist assumption that 

knowledge exists beyond the consciousness of the observer (Rand, 1990). 

Furthermore, Husserl’s theory can be argued not only to support constructionism, 

but also to suggest a particular form of constructionist belief: that knowledge results 

from an interpretation of “lived experience”. Therefore this example also illustrates 

how a particular theoretical position can be used to further specify the scope of 

knowledge claims within a particular philosophical perspective. A theoretical 

perspective can thus act as a type of methodological conduit, linking 

epistemological assumptions to the results of an analysis of research data, and by 

inference therefore to the research methods used. 

In accepting that a given epistemological viewpoint is not fixed to any one 

theoretical perspective, or necessarily to one research methodology, it becomes 

possible to argue that the theory used to help interpret research data can be 

changed to give differing analytical perspectives of a single phenomenon. An 

illustration of this is shown in Figure 2.2. Here the research problem is examined 

through three separate coloured lenses. The lenses of philosophy, theory and 

methodology can all be operated separately, but certain combinations will obscure 

the view rather than illuminate it. Hence in research: for any one epistemology there

may be several theoretical lenses that can be used, and these in turn can be 

combined with multiple possible research methods. In other words, a research 

problem can be analysed from a limited number of different theoretical and 

methodological perspectives to give contrasting interpretations of the phenomena 

being studied. Within this thesis, I have so far argued that constructionism is the 

most appropriate philosophical position to adopt. To further justify the methodology 

utilised we need now to analyse the research aim through the theoretical lenses 
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commonly associated with this position, namely phenomenology, symbolic 

interactionism, and critical theory (Crotty, 1998).

Figure 2.2: Lenses of inquiry

If we accept the constructionist assertion that individuals apply a socially created

milieu of meaning in the interpretation of objects (Crotty, 1998), it is possible to 

argue that meaning and interpretation are dynamic concepts. That is to say that due

to the changing nature of culture over time, interpretations as to the significance of 

objects may become altered. Constructionist meaning is therefore a temporal 

phenomenon. Such interpretation can also be argued to constrain individualism, in 

that interpretation of experience exists only in the restricted form of cultural norms

(Crotty, 1998). Phenomenological theory seeks to return the emphasis to the “things

themselves” (Crotty, 1998, p. 78), and push aside cultural influence to objectively 

identify and critique the nature between consciousness and phenomenon. In so 

doing, there exists the potential to reflect and construct a new interpretation of the 

“things” being experienced beyond the norm imposed by cultural influences (Crotty, 

1998). Yet, others describe phenomenology in a more subjective and descriptive 

mode, considering the process as one of attempting “to understand of another’s 

experience” (Cohen, 2000, p. 4), or of finding “the way in which a phenomenon is 
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experienced in the context of where the experience takes place” (Giorgi & Giorgi, 

2007, p. 28). Here, challenging cultural influence is less prominent, and the 

emphasis is geared towards gaining understanding of how others interpret the 

phenomenon to which they are exposed. However, it is possible to argue that such 

description can still challenge cultural interpretations: for instance, a nurse who 

gains a new perspective on the experience of a patient (Cohen, 2000). Regardless, 

in both forms, critical and descriptive, there exists a relationship between 

consciousness and phenomenon; and through the varied phenomenological 

methods, interpretation can be explored.

If a phenomenological perspective was applied to this thesis, the resulting 

exploration would likely result in a generic description of the participants’ experience

of conducting research. Such a study would have inherent value; as Glaser (2002) 

observed, the majority of sociological inquiry is descriptive. For instance, logic would

dictate that, for the development of effective support strategies for nurses 

undertaking master’s research, we first need a clear description of what happens. 

However, the phenomenological approach fails to fully address the research aims 

identified. For example, the adaptation and accommodation processes targeted 

within the current aim may represent only one aspect of the experience explored. 

Furthermore, phenomenological studies are not intended to develop theory (Cohen, 

2000). Consequently it can be suggested that phenomenology is unsuited to the 

current inquiry. 

If phenomenology spurns the influence of culturally ascribed meaning, symbolic 

interactionism welcomes it (Crotty, 1998). Based on pragmatist philosophy, and 

especially the work of Mead (1934), Blumer (1969) coined the phrase symbolic 

interactionism to encapsulate a range of theoretical propositions about how 

individuals interpret the world around them. Central to symbolic-interactionist theory 

is the notion of group social action through interaction. Language, the perception of 

self, and the ability to simultaneously direct and be directed by others, enable the 

individual to construct meaning for objects within their world and interact with them

(Blumer, 1969). Objects (things) in this sense may not just be physical entities, but 

anything an individual may note in his everyday world (Blumer, 1969). Clearly, 

constructionism, which emphasises the social construction of meaning, and the 

concept of intentionality are evident within such theory (Bryant & Charmaz, 2007c):

Symbolic interactionism rests in the last analysis on three simple premises. 

The first premise is that human beings act toward things on the basis of the 

meanings that the things have for them… The second premise is that the 
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meaning of such things is derived from, or arises out of, the social interaction

one has with one’s fellows. The third premise is that these meanings are 

handled in, and modified through, an interpretive process used by the 

person dealing with the things he encounters. (Blumer, 1969, p. 2) 

A micro view of culture is subsequently presented, culture being composed of 

coordinated action through individuals working together. It is perhaps therefore no 

surprise that interactionist methodology is principally directed towards a micro view 

of culture (Bryant & Charmaz, 2007c), creating a point of view from the participants 

outwards, rather than the opposite perspective of culture as a whole that is sought 

in the application of critical theory.

Thus, to apply the theory of symbolic interactionism to the project proposed is to 

apply a microscopic lens to the exploration of socialisation in action. A very detailed 

and in-depth exploration of participants’ experience of adaptation and 

accommodation processes can thus be facilitated through the application of a 

number of methodological approaches; for instance, ethnography and grounded 

theory (Charmaz, 2006, 2008). Hence, results can range from exploratory 

description of micro-culture through to theories of how individuals and culture 

interact. Both outcomes have a high degree of congruence to the aims of this 

inquiry, and therefore symbolic interactionism can be suggested to represent a 

suitable theoretical perspective.

Directly opposed to the micro view of culture proposed by symbolic 

interactionism is the macro view taken by critical theorists (often in conjunction with 

the micro view. As an example see Giddens’ (1993) argument that a connection 

exists between notions of structure and agency.) According to Crotty (1998) critical 

theory is best described as classification for a number of contemporary sociological 

theories. These share the core belief that cultural and historical influences, and not 

the individual, are the driving force for social action (Crotty, 1998; Lindlof & Taylor, 

2010). Culture thus takes on an identity beyond that of the individuals operating 

within it, and is described as hegemonic where one group within a given culture 

benefit at the cost of others being oppressed and alienated (Lindlof & Taylor, 2010). 

According to Wake and Malpas (2006) examples of critical theory include: 

symbolism and semiotics, neo-Marxism, gender theory, feminism, narratology, and 

post-modernism. Critical theory also carries a political sub-context within any inquiry

into social culture (How, 2003). Consequently, research applying critical theory is 

unashamedly politically biased and seeks emancipatory social change for those 

oppressed (Lindlof & Taylor, 2010). To illustrate, Marxism critiques the political 
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economies of state (Crotty, 1998), and feminism seeks emancipation from a culture 

of masculine dominance (Macey, 2001). 

To determine the consonance of critical theory to the research aim it is first 

worth analysing the assumptions common to the perspective. On face value it is 

possible to argue that the aims of this inquiry could be achieved by adopting either a

micro or macro cultural perspective (or both if considered from the perspective of 

Giddens’ 'structuration' theory as cited in Haralambos and Holborn, 2008). 

Furthermore, it could be argued that the context of nurses conducting master’s 

research within clinical practice is politically charged: for example, the potential for 

pressure to be exerted from within an organisation on nurse researchers to 

contribute to meeting a demand for improved efficiency and productivity (e.g. 

evidence-based practice). Similarly, it is possible to argue that the underlying 

research problem suggests a requirement for emancipatory social change: 

specifically, change directed to the improved facilitation of clinically based nursing 

research. Hence on first inspection critical theory does appear to be relevant to the 

inquiry.

However, it can be counter-argued that the adoption of critical theory limits the 

exploration of participant experience to a pre-existing political perspective (e.g. 

feminism) – something that is currently not consistent with the inquiry’s aim. It is my 

belief that this context would unnecessarily restrict the level of exploration 

undertaken, would generate theory that assumed a very narrow substantive context,

and risk missing potentially relevant avenues of investigation. This can be seen 

when post-modern critical theorists suggest that social problems are the result of 

locally manifested historical and cultural contexts (Lindlof & Taylor, 2010). Given 

Marsh and Brown’s (1992) assertion that each clinical environment presents a 

unique set of challenges for the researcher, it is possible to argue that each 

participant may face a different range of social problems, and each could be 

influenced by a unique political context. Therefore I believe that this inquiry requires 

political neutrality from the outset, seeking to explore the range of political 

influences experienced by participants (amongst other things), to generate a 

thorough exploration and explanation of the adaptation and accommodation 

processes experienced. Furthermore, whilst it may be possible to explore the 

adaptation and accommodation processes of nurses who conduct clinical research 

from either a macro or micro perspective, the aims of this inquiry indicate a specific 

focus on the experiences of individual nurses involved in clinical research, and thus 

a micro perspective is suggested. This is inconsistent with the critical theory 

requirement for a broader cultural and historical perspective (Lindlof & Taylor, 
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2010). Finally, this inquiry does not seek to deliver emancipatory change; rather it 

aims to develop theory that may be used to inform change. As such, critical theory 

is shown to be inappropriate to the aims of this inquiry.

In conclusion all three of the theoretical perspectives reviewed could provide a 

relevant form of examination for the phenomenon of interest. Yet when compared to

the specific aims of this inquiry, symbolic interactionism emerges as having the 

greatest level of congruity. Methodological approaches allied to symbolic 

interactionism include ethnography and grounded theory. These will now be 

explored and compared to the aims of this investigation.

2.5 Ethnography versus grounded theory
Ethnography has become somewhat of a ubiquitous concept in research, and can 

be used to both classify a variety of research methodologies and represent the end 

product of inquiry (J. Scott & Marshall, 2009). It is somewhat of an “umbrella term”, 

a categorisation of multiple research approaches that share a common interest in 

exploring culture (Creswell, 2007; Lindlof & Taylor, 2010). Creswell (2007) defined 

the focus of ethnography as the development of a group portrait of a given culture. 

Consequently ethnographic research can be described as giving a predominantly 

macro perspective of society (Lindlof & Taylor, 2010). Flick (2009) went even further

when he described ethnography as a “general attitude towards research” (p. 235), 

seeking to utilise a pragmatic approach to the selection of research methods, in the 

quest of addressing a specific research aim. Such a description facilitates parallels 

being drawn to the notions of bricolage (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005) and 

methodological pluralism (J. Scott & Marshall, 2009); however, common to most 

forms of ethnographic inquiry is an emphasis on the use of fieldwork, usually as a 

form of observation (Armstrong, 2008; Creswell, 2007; Flick, 2009; Lindlof & Taylor, 

2010; J. Scott & Marshall, 2009; Timmermans & Tovory, 2007). Ethnography thus 

seeks to show how, for a given phenomenon, research participants “live” the 

experience, and is not satisfied with their narrative accounts alone (Charmaz & 

Mitchell, 2007). 

Curiously, the origins of grounded theory have been described as being 

ethnographic (Timmermans & Tovory, 2007). Yet, the concept of grounded theory 

has developed exponentially since first described by Glaser and Strauss (1967). As 

a result it has moved beyond being limited to a range of research methods used 

within other methodological contexts, and has come to represent a range of 

research methodologies in its own right (Birks & Mills, 2010). Principal to this 
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development has been the linking of grounded theory to philosophy. Consider for 

instance Charmaz’s concept of constructionist grounded theory (Charmaz, 2006) 

and Clarke’s linking of grounded theory to post-modernism in situational analysis

(Clarke, 2008). Like ethnography, the term grounded theory is now used to describe

both a range of research methodologies and an end product (Birks & Mills, 2010). 

However, unlike ethnography, grounded theory methods can arguably be applied 

within any methodological context using qualitative data, often representing no more

than strategies for data collection and analysis (Charmaz & Mitchell, 2007). 

Principal to this difference is the primary focus of grounded theory on theory 

development, and not the more limiting foci of culture, cases, or phenomena

(Creswell, 2007). This helps explain grounded theory’s greatest asset: that its scope

of application ranges from the product of inquiry, through a range of specific 

methodologies, to a description of research methods. However, it also explains its 

greatest limitation: that because of such scope it has become a very nebulous 

approach that can be difficult to comprehend and apply skilfully.

In assessing the consonance of ethnography and grounded theory to the aims of

this inquiry, it is important to maintain the focus of analysis on the generalised 

attributes of both methodologies. It has been shown that ethnography is principally 

associated with the exploration of cultural groups, and therefore requires the 

definition of a suitable group and its community setting (Charmaz & Mitchell, 2007; 

Creswell, 2007; Timmermans & Tovory, 2007). Whilst the former of these can be 

represented within the aims of this inquiry as “clinical nurses conducting master’s 

degree research”, the latter is more problematic. Accepting that the clinical settings 

of each participant are likely to differ, there exists no single community setting in 

which to base data collection. Rather, each participant is likely to work within a 

distinct and potentially very different community. Therefore it can be argued that the 

research aims do not adequately define the cultural focus for the inquiry, but instead

indicate a micro focus on the experiences of individuals; a focus which is more 

suited to the wider remit of grounded theory. Finally, whilst ethnographic exploration

often extends to the development of theory (Flick, 2009), this is not always the 

outcome. This can be contrasted to grounded theory when used in a methodological

guise. Here the development of new or existing theory, in either a substantive or 

formal form, is the primary goal (Birks & Mills, 2010; Glaser, 1978, 1998; Glaser & 

Strauss, 1967); albeit grounded theorists have been often criticised for failing to 

achieve this (Charmaz & Bryant, 2008; Glaser, 1998, 2002).

In contrast to ethnography, grounded theory methodologies often seek to 

identify and explore sociological processes with the goal of developing new (or 
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existing) theory (Birks & Mills, 2010; Charmaz, 2006, 2008, 2013; Charmaz & 

Mitchell, 2007). Grounded theory methodologies can therefore be shown to have 

the greater degree of congruence to the research aims of this inquiry. A more in-

depth exploration of grounded theory methodology is therefore justified here.

2.6 Grounded theory
Grounded theory was originally described within the seminal text The discovery of 

grounded theory: Strategies for qualitative research, where Glaser and Strauss

(1967) put forward a series of methods with the aim of generating inductive theory 

directly from data. The historical context of this development was significant: 

inductive theory was opposed to the predominant inclination toward deductive 

theory verification (Charmaz & Bryant, 2008). According to Denzin and Lincoln

(2005) this represented a substantial step toward modernist qualitative research. 

Inductive methods are diametrically opposed to deductive methods, where the 

researcher seeks to test a preconceived a priori theory (or hypothesis) from the 

outset (Charmaz & Bryant, 2008). Rather, inductive methods generate theory from 

processes of data analysis; thus the resultant theory is “grounded” within the data 

from which it was spawned. In other words: deductive theory seeks to form a priori 

generalisations of the wider world, whereas inductive theory seeks to examine the 

wider world to generate and ground theory. Glaser and Strauss suggested that a 

grounded theory would have improved validity (fit) and relevance (grab) when 

compared to deductive theory (Glaser, 1998b). Such terms are more usually 

associated with quantitative research, and according to Charmaz and Bryant (2008) 

this has “led to obfuscating several of its [grounded theory’s] major strategies” (p. 

375). However, it is important to note that Glaser and Strauss (1967) did not 

position their text as the definitive method for producing inductive theory. Rather 

they positioned it as a start, inviting others to “codify and publish their own methods 

for generating theory” (p. 8).

The subsequent history of grounded theory has been well documented (Birks & 

Mills, 2010; Bryant & Charmaz, 2007c), and an in-depth description is superfluous 

to this thesis. Suffice to say that since its inception many researchers have sought 

to accept Glaser and Strauss’s invitation to develop their own methods for 

generating theory. Amongst the myriad of synthesised approaches, five principal 

variants of grounded theory can be identified (summarised in Table 2.1), alongside 

three essential properties (Hood, 2007 – see Table 2.2). These will now be briefly 
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compared and contrasted to assess their level of congruity to the research aims of 

this thesis. 

Table 2.1: Summary of grounded theory types v level of congruity to inquiry

Grounded
theory (GT)

type

Principal
references

Philosophical positioning Focus of
analysis

Level of
congruity to

inquiry’s aimsStated Implied

Original 
method

Glaser & 
Strauss
(1967)

None Post-positivist Conceptual-
isation of 
emergent 
social 
patterns

Low degree of 
congruity at 
philosophical 
level. High 
degree of 
congruity at 
analytical level.

Glasserian/ 
Classic

Glaser
(1978, 
1998b, 
2002) 

None Post-positivist Conceptual-
isation of 
emergent 
social 
patterns

Low degree of 
congruity at 
philosophical 
level. High 
degree of 
congruity at 
analytical level

Straussian Strauss & 
Corbin
(1990, 
1998, 
2008) 

None Pragmatism/ 
symbolic 
interactionism 
and later 
constructionism

Processes 
of social 
action

Moderate degree
of congruity at 
philosophical 
level. High 
degree of 
congruity at 
analytical level.

Construction-
ist GT

Charmaz
(2006, 
2013)

Constructionist Constructionist Constructed
processes 
of social 
action. 
Reflexivity

High degree of 
congruity at 
philosophical 
level and 
analytical level.

Situational 
analysis

Clarke
(2005)

Post-
modernist

Critical theorist/
Post-modernist

Ecology/ 
situation

Low degree of 
congruity at 
philosophical and
analytical levels.
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Table 2.2: Definitions of grounded theory essential properties

Author Methodological 
approach

Theoretical sampling Constant comparative analysis Theoretical saturation

Glaser & 
Strauss 
(1967)

Original form A process of data collection in order to
develop emergent theory. 

Involves the researcher:
 Jointly collecting, coding, and 

analysing data 
 Deciding what data to collect next 

and from where. 

A strategic general method of 
generating theory by combining 
processes of coding and analysis.

Involves the researcher:
 Comparing incidents applicable to 

each emerging category
 Integrating categories and their 

properties
 Delimiting the theory
 Writing the theory.

Saturation means that no additional 
data are found to develop a theoretical
category. 

Involves the researcher:
 Judging when to stop sampling
 Becoming confident that a 

category is saturated. 

Glaser 
(1998)

Classical A process of jointly coding, collecting 
and analysing data. 

Involves the researcher:
 Being directed by the emerging 

theory 
 Allowing analysis to direct 

theoretical emergence.

A process of generating theoretical 
meaning from data.

Involves the researcher:
 Comparing incidents with 

incidents to identify categories 
 Comparing emerging categories 

with new incidents to define and 
saturate properties of categories

 Writing theoretical memos to 
compare emerging categories and
identify emerging concepts.

The conceptualisation of comparisons 
until no new properties of a category 
emerge. 

Involves the researcher:
 Discerning patterns within the 

data through the testing of 
emergent hypotheses. 

 Identifying the properties of such 
patterns until no new properties 
emerge.

Corbin & 
Strauss 
(2008)

Straussian A method of data collection based on 
concepts/themes derived from data. 

Involves the researcher:
 Collecting data from places, 

people and events that maximise 
opportunities to develop concepts 
in terms of properties and 
dimensions.

The analytic process of comparing 
different pieces of data for similarities 
or differences.

Involves the researcher:
 Comparing incidents with 

incidents to identify similarities 
and differences

 Grouping similarities as concepts.

The point in analysis where all 
categories are well developed in terms
of properties, dimensions, and 
variations. 

Involves the researcher:
 Continuing analysis until data add 

little that is new to the 
conceptualisation formed.
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Clarke (2005) Situational analysis “Sampling” driven by theoretical 
concerns that have emerged in the 
provisional analysis to date. 

Involves the researcher:
 Finding new data sources that can

best address specific facets of the
emergent analysis. 

Clarke does not define constant 
comparative analysis per se, but 
makes several references to its use in 
situational analysis. Her approach is to
integrate GT constant comparative 
analysis with Foucauldian discourse 
analysis.

Involves the researcher:
 Coding, theoretical memoing and 

situational mapping to form 
categories.

 Comparative mapping and 
analysis between analytical 
categories from different data 
domains (e.g. ethnographic data 
versus documental data).

The point at which nothing analytically 
useful is being collected.

Involves the researcher:
 Continuing data collection until 

further analysis is no longer 
provoked by the new materials.

Charmaz 
(2006)

Constructivist Seeking pertinent data to develop an 
emerging theory. 

Involves the researcher:
 Sampling to develop the 

properties of developing 
categories until no new properties 
emerge.

A method of analysis for generating 
successively more abstract concepts 
and theories through inductive 
processes.

Involves the researcher progressing 
through stages of analytical 
development by comparing:
 Data with data
 Data with categories
 Category with category
 Category with concept.

The point at which gathering more 
data about a theoretical category 
reveals no new properties nor yields 
any further theoretical insights.

Involves the researcher:
 Recognising saturation.

44



2.6.1 Variant approaches to grounded theory
The originators of grounded theory have been criticised for failing to fully explain 

the philosophical assumptions inherent within either the original or their variant forms

(Birks & Mills, 2010). Rather it has been left to others to speculate what philosophical 

assumptions are implied within their methods. Generally it is argued that both the 

original form of grounded theory and Glaser’s later development of the method

(Glaser, 1978, 1998b), fit a post-positivist philosophical model. Post-positivism shares

an ontological belief with positivism (that reality exists beyond our consciousness), 

but embraces a more relativist than realist epistemology; namely, that facts and laws 

remain only probable and cannot be known absolutely (Guba & Lincoln, 1994). Key to

this argument is the assumption that theory exists independently of the researcher, 

lying within the data awaiting “discovery”.

The Straussian version of grounded theory was first explained within the co-

authored text Basics of Qualitative Research (Strauss & Corbin, 1990). Here Strauss 

and Corbin attempted to devise a series of clear-cut procedures for those wanting to 

produce grounded theory. However, in both the first and second editions of the text

(Strauss & Corbin, 1990, 1998), there is no explanation of the philosophical premise 

assumed. This has led some to infer that the approach utilised was informed by 

Strauss’s academic background in pragmatist philosophy and symbolic interactionism

(Birks & Mills, 2010; Charmaz, 2008). This inference is supported by Corbin’s 

discussion of the philosophical basis of Straussian grounded theory in the latest 

edition of the text (Corbin & Strauss, 2008).

It is my opinion that the speculation regarding the philosophical underpinnings of 

“classical” grounded theory is an attempt to ascribe a methodology to a series of 

independent research methods. Put differently: that the original form of grounded 

theory, and both the Glasserian and Straussian derivatives, are principally positioned 

as nothing more than a set of analytical strategies to be adopted within an alternative 

methodological frame of reference; a common example being ethnography. The 

result is that by accepting the implied philosophical premises afforded to them from 

others, the classical variants of grounded theory can be applied as methodologies in 

their own right. Alternatively, when accepted as nothing more than analytical 

strategies, they can be adopted within other methodological frames of reference. 

Either way, the degree of congruity with the aims of this inquiry can be argued to be 

low. For example, the implied philosophical position of post-positivism in Glasserian 

grounded theory, and pragmatism in the Straussian approach, are both somewhat 
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contrary to the constructionist position adopted (see below for a brief evaluation of the

pragmatist perspective). Furthermore, ethnography as a potential alternative 

methodology (allied to symbolic interactionism) has already been shown to have a 

poor level of consonance to the aims of this inquiry.  

Clarke (2005, 2008) positioned situational analysis as a post-modernist 

perspective of Straussian grounded theory. Key to her adaptation is an acceptance of

the post-modernist belief that multiple “social worlds” (realities) exist in any social 

situation, and that these are contextually driven. Emphasis is therefore given to the 

direct and indirect influence non-human agencies have on social action. In other 

words, a non-human object can act as an agency of social action (Clarke, 2005). 

Through the analysis of participants’ “situated” social worlds, the researcher shifts the

focus of analysis from processes of human action (as adopted in Straussian 

grounded theory), to social ecology/situation (Clarke, 2008). This change in focus 

seeks to include non-human influences through the application of Foucault’s theory 

on “discourse formations”. According to Clarke (2008):

Situational analysis goes beyond “the knowing the subject,” as centred knower

and decision-maker to also address and analyse salient discourses dwelling 

within the situation of inquiry. (Clarke, 2008, p. 201)

Clarke seeks to empirically construct the situation of an inquiry through three 

types of map: situational maps, defining the major elements of the inquiry; social 

world/arenas maps, seeking to layout the actors involved and define the discourse 

negotiations undertaken; and finally, positional maps seeking to define the “axes of 

difference, concern, and controversy around issues in the situation of enquiry”

(Clarke, 2008, p. 210). Within these analytical methods it is clear to see the strong 

influence of critical theory: for instance, positional maps may be used to identify 

aspects of social hegemony. Furthermore, it can be argued that the post-modern 

focus on ‘ecology/situation’ defines situational analysis under the umbrella of 

ethnographic methodology. Consequently, situational analysis can be shown to be 

inconsistent with the aims of this inquiry from philosophical, theoretical, and 

methodology perspectives.

Constructivist grounded theory is based fundamentally on an interpretation of 

constructionist philosophy. Charmaz (2008) identified a strong level of congruence 

between constructivism and the symbolic interactionist perspective of pragmatist 

philosophy – the implied root of Straussian grounded theory (Corbin & Strauss, 2008).

Pragmatism is based on the philosophical writings of, amongst others, Dewey and 
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Mead (Corbin & Strauss, 2008). Like constructionism, it is a philosophy that 

articulates a relational reality defined through action and interaction. Hence, 

knowledge is a relativist product defined by social action, a temporal phenomenon 

that leads to concerns of “process” (Corbin & Strauss, 2008). Furthermore 

pragmatists, like constructivists, emphasise that the accumulation of collective 

knowledge, and therefore what constitutes “truth”, is believed to be subjective to the 

perspective of the knower (Corbin & Strauss, 2008). However, similar to Charmaz’s 

interpretation of constructivism (Charmaz, 2008), pragmatists reject radical 

subjectivism as espoused by post-modernists (Corbin & Strauss, 2008). Rather, truth 

is assumed to be a temporal reality. 

Where constructivists differ from pragmatists is in their view of the role of the 

“observer”. Implied in pragmatism is the idea that any new knowledge “is provisional 

until checked out empirically by peers” (Corbin & Strauss, 2008, p. 3). This stance 

implies that the researcher (as observer) is separate from what is being observed, an 

impartial commentator on the processes of action of research participants, the same 

yet somehow impartial and removed. In constructionism this stance is rejected and 

the researcher is treated as an essential part of any interaction (Charmaz, 2006, 

2008, 2013). Consequently, in constructivist grounded theory knowledge is socially 

constructed through interplay between researcher and participant; the researcher 

forming an interpretation of a participant’s own interpretation of experience. Charmaz

(2008, p. 130) stated this eloquently:

Knowledge rests on social constructions. We construct research processes 

and products, but these constructions occur under pre-existing structural 

conditions, arise in emergent situations, and are influenced by the 

researcher’s perspectives, privileges, positions, interactions, and geographical

locations. 

This notion places emphasis on the essential role of reflexivity within the research 

endeavour; the process of attempting to identify and value the researcher’s own 

contribution throughout the entire inquiry process (Charmaz, 2008). Through 

reflexivity, a greater level of insight is gained into the personal and social experience 

of conducting research, helping to situate the knowledge claims made and enhance 

understanding of the topic investigated (Finlay & Gough, 2003).

The constructivist approach to grounded theory has an obvious alignment to the 

constructionist philosophical positioning of this inquiry; particularly if one accepts that 

the emphasis Charmaz gives to socially constructed meaning is more aligned to the 
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concept of constructionism than constructivism. Indeed Crotty (1998) provided a 

useful distinction between constructivism and constructionism. Constructivism 

acknowledges the uniqueness of experience to each individual; whilst constructionism

points to new socially constructed meanings being built on existing socially 

constructed meaning. Furthermore, there exists consonance at the theoretical level; 

for instance, Charmaz (2008, 2013) asserts that constructivist grounded theory is well

aligned (although not limited) to the symbolic interactionist theoretical perspective. 

Therefore, I would argue that the philosophical linkage of methods utilised within 

constructivist grounded theory make this methodological approach ideally suited to 

the aims of the inquiry presented.

2.6.2 Essential properties in grounded theory
Whilst grounded theory is described as a “contested concept” (Bryant & Charmaz, 

2007a, p. 3), a certain degree of congruence can also be argued to exist across the 

variant approaches. For instance, each of the approaches discussed in the previous 

section refers to a common set of procedural concepts, namely: theoretical sampling, 

constant comparative analysis and theoretical saturation. Hood (2007) defined these 

as the “essential properties” associated with grounded theory methodology. However,

it is important to note that the interpretation of how to apply each essential property 

differs depending on the variation of the methodology being applied. This can lead to 

difficulty when those inexperienced in grounded theory try to understand or apply 

these concepts: hence Hood’s reference to the essential properties as the 

“troublesome trinity” of grounded theory (Hood, 2007, p. 163). 

Table 2.2 maps the definition of each essential property from the perspective of 

the five variations of grounded theory methodology discussed above. In so doing, 

both the similarities and differences between the varying approaches to grounded 

theory are indicated. The similarities represent familial traits, whilst the differences 

illustrate emerging characteristics that allow us to distinguish between grounded 

theory’s “family” of methods (Bryant & Charmaz, 2007b, p. 11).

Such variance in the methods recommended for essential properties can be 

argued to add to the conceptual ambiguity of grounded theory. However, Bryant and 

Charmaz (2007c) argued that the different varieties of grounded theory should not be 

perceived as prescriptive rules to be applied without thought, but rather as part of a 

wider whole. As such, researchers seeking to employ grounded theory methods 

should not doggedly follow the selection of methods proffered by a specific text (akin 

to a recipe within a cookbook) but rather be willing to experiment, developing and 
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justifying their own versions (Bryant & Charmaz, 2007b; Charmaz, 2006). It is 

important to note that this position does not promote “method slurring” (Baker, Wuest,

& Stern, 1992; Cutcliffe, 2005; Wilson & Hutchinson, 1996). This is a term used to 

describe where researchers utilise methods from a variety of differing methodologies, 

or variants of the same general approach, without carefully explicating the rationale 

for their inclusion. Indeed, Charmaz’s (2006) approach requires researchers to fully 

justify the inclusion of “any” method, including those that she recommends in her own 

texts. This represents a clear call for the careful alignment of methods to the aim of 

the inquiry, thereby evidencing procedural rigour. In the next section of this chapter, I 

seek to achieve this by carefully explicating the choices I have made in relation to the 

methods used.

2.7 Methods utilised

2.7.1 Substantive versus formal grounded theory
Glaser and Strauss (1967) identified two forms of grounded theory (as product): 

substantive and formal. Substantive theory applies to a singular substantive area of 

inquiry (e.g. a singular social context), whilst formal theory applies across multiple 

substantive contexts (Charmaz, 2006; Glaser & Strauss, 1967). Both function on 

different levels of conceptualisation and require different scopes of population (Glaser

& Strauss, 1967). For example, accepting that a grounded theory of any form is 

always grounded by relevant data, formal theory must relate to a sample from 

multiple substantive contexts5. Consequently, a clear definition of the scope of 

population sampled is vital to the definition of the scope of theory conceptualisation. 

The research aim of this inquiry defines a single substantive context: clinical nurses 

conducting a master’s degree research project. Therefore the level of 

conceptualisation is defined as substantive, and the sample scope restricted to the 

context of nurses who have direct experience of completing master’s research whilst 

working clinically. 

5

 This should not be confused with the level of abstraction applied within the theoretical 
constructs. According to Glaser (2004) the substantive theory generated should be readily 
modifiable within new substantive areas through further constant comparative analysis. Thus 
the abstraction of theoretical constructs is seen as separate to the scope of population and 
conceptualisation applied.
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2.7.2 Sampling strategy & methods
This study applies theoretical sampling as its sampling strategy. Table 2.2 provides 

various definitions for theoretical sampling. From this it is possible to identify that 

theoretical sampling is universally accepted as an on-going process that occurs 

concurrently with data analysis. However, beyond specifying these common 

characteristics, the definitions provided within the table do not provide detail in 

relation to the sampling methods to be used, or how to overcome pragmatic concerns

in the field. Consequently, theoretical sampling strategies can be argued to be 

problematic for novice users of the method. 

Flick (2009), Breckenridge and Jones (2009), and Silverman (2009) have all noted

that novice grounded theorists experience frustration when determining where and 

how to start sampling. Given theoretical sampling commences with data analysis, 

novices can be confused about where to start collecting data. Generally, the guidance

given is to select sources of data that are likely to be relevant to the area under study

(Charmaz, 2006; Glaser, 1998; Strauss & Corbin, 1998). This implies a degree of 

similarity between the concepts of theoretical sampling and purposive sampling 

(defined as utilising predefined criteria to maximise the chances of gaining rich data). 

Indeed, it is said that purposive and theoretical sampling are frequently confused

(Coyne, 1997; J. Mason, 2002).  

To illustrate: Coyne (1997) reasoned that a theoretical sample is a sub-type of 

purposive sampling. His argument was based on the premise that during theoretical 

sampling data analysis leads to the establishment of new purposive criteria for 

subsequent data collection. Hence a theoretical sample is always a purposive 

sample, but a purposive sample may not always be theoretical. However, such a 

proposition can be contested. For instance, according to Glaser (1998) the data 

collected in grounded theory may extend to non-qualitative forms, and therefore it is 

possible that methods of quantitative sampling may need to be considered in the 

implementation of theoretical sampling, depending on the needs of the emerging 

analysis. Clearly, a theoretical sample cannot always be described as purposive if in 

some studies the methods for sampling are based on quantitative techniques.

It is my contention that the confusion between purposive and theoretical sampling 

occurs largely as a consequence of the conceptualisation of the concepts as both 

strategies and methods for sampling. Whilst it is possible to argue that purposive 

sampling can represent both a method and strategy for sampling, I believe that 

theoretical sampling should only be considered as a strategy based on the fact that a 

theoretical sample is always dependent on other methods of sampling. Hence within 
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this thesis I refer to theoretical sampling as a strategy for sampling, and will now seek

to detail the methods of sampling employed.    

The theoretical sampling strategy applied in this inquiry planned to utilise 

convenience, purposive, and snowball sampling methods across three phases of 

recruitment (see Table 2.3). The strategy proposed to implement phases one and two

concurrently, whilst phase three was intended as a contingency should theoretical 

saturation not be reached through the earlier phases of recruitment. It should be 

noted that this plan did not go smoothly; this will be discussed in Section 2.7.3 

(‘Recruitment’, p. 55) below.

The notion of using a convenience sample within the initial stages of theoretical 

sampling is a commonly accepted practice in grounded theory (Birks & Mills, 2010; 

Charmaz, 2006; Coyne, 1997; Glaser, 1998b; Morse, 2007; Strauss & Corbin, 1998). 

In this instance the convenience element of the sampling strategy related to the 

locality of participants; the strategy initially seeking to recruit participants from a single

university (local to the researcher) in phase one, and then from the North West of 

England in phase two. Similarly, commencing sampling through the identification of 

some generalised purposive criteria is a recognised and accepted practice (Birks & 

Mills, 2010; Charmaz, 2006; Coyne, 1997; Glaser, 1998b; Morse, 2007; Strauss & 

Corbin, 1998). Here, the purposive criteria were identified as inclusion and exclusion 

criteria (see Tables 2.4 and 2.5). However, given the theoretical sampling strategy 

being utilised it should be noted that the purposive criteria applied became 

increasingly specific as data analysis progressed (see below).

It is important to note that several operational definitions for recruitment are 

provided within the inclusion/exclusion criteria listed in Tables 2.4 and 2.5. Whilst 

most of these were relatively straightforward to define, the definition of clinical nursing

proved more difficult and is worthy of brief discussion. 

The International Council of Nurses (2015), the body that is responsible for 

disseminating internationally accepted definitions related to nursing, states:

Nursing encompasses autonomous and collaborative care of individuals of all 

ages, families, groups and communities, sick or well and in all settings. 

Nursing includes the promotion of health, prevention of illness, and the care of

ill, disabled and dying people. Advocacy, promotion of a safe environment, 

research, participation in shaping health policy and in patient and health 

systems management, and education are also key nursing roles. 
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Whilst such a statement provides a generalised definition of nursing, it fails to 

distinguish between clinical and non-clinical nursing practice. Given the substantive 

scope of this research study relates specifically to clinical nurses, such a definition is 

considered to have limited practical value. 

National regulatory bodies also contribute to the definition of nursing and the 

professional scope of nursing practice (ICN, 2013; ANA, 2015; NMC, 2015). In the UK

the NMC achieves this through the specification of standards for nursing practice 

within ‘The Code’ (NMC, 2015). Whilst not intended as a definition of nursing practice,

these standards can be argued to represent a definition of nursing within the UK. In 

contrast, the American Nursing Association standards define nursing more succinctly:

The protection, promotion, and optimization of health and abilities, prevention 

of illness and injury, facilitation of healing, alleviation of suffering through the 

diagnosis and treatment of human response, and advocacy in the care of 

individuals, families, groups, communities, and populations. (ANA, 2015)  

However, both the NMC Code and the ANA definition of nursing fail to distinguish 

between nursing practice in relation to the provision of clinical care, and nursing 

practice in other contexts; for example, those employed within roles associated to 

nursing management, administration or education, therefore both have limited utility in

relation to this study. 

The word ‘clinical’ is defined within Baillière’s Nursing Dictionary as: “Relating to 

bedside observation and the treatment of patients” (Weller, 2014, p. 88). From this 

definition it is possible to contend that clinical practice should be in some way 

distinguishable from non-clinical practice by the degree of direct patient involvement a

nurse has. Simply stated: clinical practice involves direct contact with patients 

(individuals, groups or populations), whilst non-clinical practice is in some way 

removed from such contact. In order to reflect this differentiation within this study I 

have opted to adapt a definition for clinical practice provided by the Medical Council 

of New Zealand (2004). This definition was selected as it gives primacy to a 

practitioner’s involvement with patients. The adapted definition utilised is:

 
A nurse is engaged in clinical practice, if he or she assesses, diagnoses, gives

advice, treats or makes reports, whether face-to-face or otherwise, with a 

patient, or with a group of patients or a population. This definition includes the 

activities of public health nursing. (Adapted from the Medical Council of New 

Zealand, 2004)
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Table 2.3: Phases of recruitment proposed 

Recruitment phase Sampling methods Principal target 
population

Brief description No.
recruited

Pilot interviews  Purposive

Nurses who had 
undertaken master’s 
research more than five 
years previously

 Two pilot interviews were scheduled with willing volunteers who were
purposively selected on the basis on the inclusion/exclusion criteria. 
Both met all the necessary criteria with the exception of having 
undertaken their master’s research more than five years previously 
(therefore making them exempt for phase one recruitment). 

2

Phase one

 Purposive 
 Convenience
 Snowball/ 

Referral 

Nurses who had 
undertaken master’s 
research whilst registered 
at a single university in 
the North West of 
England

 The university’s student database was searched for nurses who had 
registered for master’s degree research modules in either the Faculty
of Health & Social Care or Department of Work Based Integrative 
Studies (WBIS) within the last five years

 Written invitation to participate was sent to all students meeting the 
inclusion criteria (n=63, see Table 2.4)

 Participants were asked if they knew anyone who met the inclusion 
criteria of the project that might be interested in participating.

12

Phase two

 Purposive 
 Convenience
 Snowball/ 

Referral

Nurses, based in the 
North West of England, 
who had undertaken 
master’s research 

 An account on the social networking website ‘Facebook’ was created
and a request for help finding participants was sent to contacts within
the researcher’s existing community of practice 

 All participants identified from phase one were encouraged to link 
with the researcher’s Facebook webpage in order to keep them in 
touch with the project’s development and help facilitate targeted 
referrals. 

3

Phase three 
(contingency phase)

 Purposive 
 Snowball/ 

Referral

Nurses, based in the 
North West of England, 
who had undertaken 
master’s research

 A contingency tactic should the previous two phases provide 
insufficient numbers for theoretical saturation

 Master’s dissertation module leaders within other North West 
universities were to be contacted and asked to refer suitable 
participants to the project.

1
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Table 2.4: Inclusion criteria

Inclusion criteria Rationale

Nurse registered with the
NMC

The research aim specifies a scope of population restricted to 
nurses. This criterion restricts the focus only to qualified nurses. 

Registered for a 
master’s research 
dissertation module, 
within five years of the 
commencement of data 
collection, or within the 
period of active data 
collection

It is suggested that the memory of events may alter over time. 
The introduction of a five-year limit is intended to help ensure 
participants can comfortably recall their experiences of 
undertaking their master’s research. This criterion also permits the
inclusion of participants who are currently in the process of 
undertaking their master’s dissertation.

Working in clinical 
practice at the time of 
studying

The research aim specifies a scope of population restricted to 
nurses working clinically at the time of undertaking their master’s 
research. The definition of clinical practice adopted is:

“A nurse is engaged in clinical practice, if he or she assesses, 
diagnoses, gives advice, treats or makes reports, whether face-to-
face or otherwise, with a patient, or with a group of patients or a 
population.  This definition includes the activities of public health 
nursing.” (Adapted from the Medical Council of New Zealand, 
2004)

Provided informed 
consent to participate

To help ensure that participant recruitment complies with 
standards of good ethical practice.

English speaking/ writing The need for participants to be English speakers is a purely 
practical consideration as funds are not available for translation 
services. This decision should not prejudice the data collected as 
registration with the NMC requires proficiency in English language
for all non-European Union (EU) applicants, and employers are 
likely to require basic proficiency in English language for all EU 
applicants.
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Table 2.5: Exclusion criteria

Exclusion criteria Rationale

Does not meet all of the
study’s criteria for 
inclusion

Identifies that all the criteria for inclusion must be met by each 
participant.

Students with an 
existing lecturer/student
relationship with the 
Chief Researcher (e.g. 
supervisory 
relationship)

The fact that some students may still be actively involved in the 
dissertation module means that a potential power differential 
exists between the role of student and the researcher’s role as a 
lecturer. This effectively makes the student still undertaking the 
dissertation vulnerable. In order to prevent this occurring students
with an existing lecturer/student relationship with the researcher 
(e.g. the supervised students of the researcher) will not be 
permitted to enter the study.

Lives outside a 50 mile 
radius of the University 
of Chester

This requirement is intended to help reduce the costs of the 
study.

2.7.2.1 Theoretical saturation
A further area of confusion for those new to theoretical sampling is when to stop 

sampling (Breckenridge & Jones, 2009; Flick, 2009). The concept of theoretical 

saturation indicates the point at which no new theoretical insights emerge from the 

data analysis and therefore the point at which theoretical sampling should cease (see 

Table 2.2). Care should be taken to distinguish the notion of theoretical saturation 

from the concept of data saturation often referred to in other forms of qualitative 

research (Breckenridge & Jones, 2009). Put simply: theoretical saturation is the point 

at which all concepts identified are fully integrated within the developing theory, whilst

data saturation simply describes the concepts that are of relevance (Keen, 2013; 

O’Reilly & Parker, 2012; Rebar, Gersch, Macnee, & McCabe, 2010). However, it 

should be noted that on a pragmatic level, the point at which theoretical saturation is 

reached can be difficult to identify.

Flick (2009) observed that the process of selecting participants on the basis of 

theory development risks the process becoming recursive and never ending. For 

instance, constructivist grounded theory methodology recognises theory as having 

temporal properties as a consequence of the constructivist philosophy adopted; 

researchers forming an analysis by interpreting data gained from their participants’ 

interpretations of lived experience (Charmaz, 2006). Given interpretations of 

experience can change over time (as illustrated by Johns, 2003), it is possible to 

argue that theorising in constructivist grounded theory is an ever on-going process. 

Decisions on when to stop sampling are therefore subjective in nature and potentially 

influenced by pragmatic concerns in relation to research governance. This thesis 

recognises theoretical saturation in such terms.
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2.7.2.2 Sample size
In order to develop a realistic and workable estimate of sample size (as required by 

the two ethical committees approving the study) it was decided to review expert 

opinion and precedent. According to Charmaz (2006) twenty-five participants are 

likely to be adequate for a small scale grounded theory study. Creswell (2007) takes a

similar view, stating a range of between twenty and thirty participants. Morse (2007), 

however, contradicts both by recommending between thirty and fifty participants. In 

terms of precedent, Guest, Bunce and Johnson (2006) analysed the pattern of 

emergence of conceptual categories identified in a grounded theory analysis of 

African women regarding sexual health. They found that saturation was reached after 

just twelve interviews and concluded that small sample sizes are sufficient in most 

qualitative studies. However, caution is required in generalising such a finding, as the 

notion of saturation examined was centred on the identification and modification of 

codes and not their degree of theoretical integration. It can therefore be argued that 

Guest et al. establish a precedent for data saturation as opposed to theoretical 

saturation. Mason (2010), in conducting a quantitative analysis of the sample sizes 

used within 2533 qualitative PhD studies, found that of 174 grounded theory studies 

meeting the inclusion criteria, the mean sample size used was thirty-two participants. 

However, once again caution is needed in applying this finding as precedent: it should

be noted that Mason does not intend this statistic as an estimate of required sample 

size, but concludes PhD researchers often sample more than is needed. Finally it is 

worth noting the comments of Silverman (2009) who observed that the rate at which 

saturation is reached is in part dependent on the quality of the data collected, and 

furthermore on the experience of the researcher; thus data collection is positioned as 

a skill that requires development and confidence. 

Given the substantive scope of the inquiry proposed in the case example, the 

limited resources available to a part-time PhD student and my relative lack of 

previous experience of conducting in-depth interviews, a maximum sample size of 

thirty was initially proposed (with each participant being potentially interviewed twice). 

However, two additional caveats were stated within the research protocol: that should

theoretical saturation be reached before thirty participants were interviewed, data 

collection would cease; and should saturation not be achieved after thirty participants 

had been recruited, the various ethical boards would be approached in order to 

extend the study. This was thought to be a realistic compromise between the 

requirements for flexibility in method and need for specificity in sample size.
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2.7.3 Recruitment
The pilot phase of recruitment went to plan, and two pilot interviews were completed 

during August 2011. In phase one of recruitment, sixty-three letters of invitation were 

sent out to those individuals that best matched the inclusion/exclusion criteria from a 

review of a North West of England university student database (October, 2011). 

Thirteen individuals responded, and of these twelve participants were recruited to the 

study (one potential candidate opted not to participate as the interview could not be 

carried out at her workplace). A further two participants were recruited to the study as 

a consequence of being referred by an existing participant, an example of snowball 

sampling. One participant was recruited through the researcher’s existing social 

network. Table 2.6 provides a brief summary of the participants.

The response to initial attempts at recruitment did lead to several pragmatic 

challenges. For example, the scale and rate of response from phase one recruitment 

was far greater than anticipated. In total fifteen participants were recruited over a one-

month period, and this influenced the processes for data collection and analysis. To 

be specific: in accordance with the theoretical sampling strategy being used, the initial

plan was to complete data transcription and coding for each interview before 

modifying the interview schedule and undertaking the next interview. However, in 

practice this proved impractical. Most participants had a narrow window of availability 

in which they were willing to participate, and delaying their interviews risked 

preventing their participation. Urquhart (2012) acknowledged that at times 

researchers don’t have the luxury of being able to analyse data fully between 

episodes of data collection, and in such circumstances recommends reviewing the 

data as an acceptable contingency. I therefore opted to scale back the analysis to be 

completed at the end of each interview, limiting analysis to listening to each interview 

and making field notes. This preliminary analysis was then used to adapt the 

interview schedule applied for subsequent interviews. In the end, the fifteen 

interviews were completed in a four-month period (completed February 2012). 

Furthermore, given the success of phase one recruitment, I decided not to implement 

phase two.

As intimated above and described in detail below (see Section 2.7.5, p. 63), the 

processes of transcription and analysis of phase one data took longer than 

anticipated (completed August 2013, see Figure 2.3). Following completion of this 

stage of analysis, four participants were invited to participate in follow-up interviews. 

The selection of these participants, in line with theoretical sampling, was based on an 

estimation of their likely ability to help saturate the emerging theoretical categories or 

their properties. Sadly, only two individuals (Abigail and Peter) responded and agreed
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to participate in a follow-up interview. Transcription and analysis were completed 

between each follow-up interview (September and October 2013).

Given the limited response to the request for follow-up interviews, it was decided 

to attempt to recruit new participants meeting the criteria utilising a modified version 

of phase three recruitment; the modification being that the module leader for the 

dissertation module within the university used in phase one would be approached, 

rather than a module leader in a different university. The rationale for this decision 

was founded on the fact that the gap between initial and follow-up interviews was 

significantly longer than anticipated, and that the delay would have resulted in new 

potential candidates becoming available at the university used for phase one 

recruitment. Planning to access these candidates via the module leader within the 

Faculty of Health & Social Care would likely result in a targeted sample that was more

convenient than either approaching alternative universities or online social 

networking. This necessitated gaining ethical approval for the amendment from the 

Faculty’s Research Ethics Committee (FHSC-REC). After gaining ethical approval 

five students were invited to participate by letter. From these only one responded and 

was recruited to the study (January 2014). On analysis of this final interview it was 

decided an adequate point of theoretical saturation had been reached.
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Table 2.6: Summary of participants

Phase of 
recruitmen
t

Master’s degree 
undertaken

Programme 
type: Full time 
(FT) or part 
time (PT)6

Specialism Research Ethical 
permissions 
sought

Status of project 
at time of 
interview

Felicity Phase one Advanced Practice FT Midwifery Randomised 
controlled trial

University & 
NHS-REC

Completed

Emily Phase one 
(referral)

Advanced Practice FT Midwifery Randomised 
controlled trial

University & 
NHS-REC

Completed

Sophie Phase one Professional 
Studies

PT Community 
Nursing

Survey None at time of 
interview

On-going

Ruby Phase one 
(networking
)

Research PT Critical Care Documental 
analysis

Advised none 
required by 
Trust R&D

Completed

Abigail Phase one Advanced Practice FT Health Visiting Qualitative – 
interviews

University & 
NHS-REC

Completed

Jessica Phase one Advanced Practice FT Health Visiting Qualitative – 
interviews

University & 
NHS-REC

Completed

Kate Phase one Work-based 
Integrative Studies
(WBIS)

PT Midwifery Qualitative – focus 
groups

University On-going

Hayley Phase one Work-based 
Integrative Studies
(WBIS)

PT Critical Care Service 
improvement audit

University – 
advised NHS-
REC not 
needed

Completed

6

 Please note that all participants on FT programmes undertook their research dissertation module part-time.  
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Peter Phase one Advanced Practice FT Rehabilitation Qualitative – focus 
groups

University & 
NHS-REC

Completed

Lily Phase one Professional 
Studies

PT Learning 
Disability

Undecided None at time of 
interview

On-going

Oliver Phase one Professional 
Education

PT Mental Health Programme 
evaluation with 
Delphi element

University Completed 

Advanced Practice FT Mental Health Qualitative – 
interviews

None at time of 
interview

On-going (second-
masters)

Bobby Phase one Professional 
Studies

PT Community 
Nursing

Qualitative – 
interviews

University & 
NHS-REC

On-going

Holly Phase one Professional 
Studies

PT School Nursing Qualitative – 
interviews

University & 
NHS-REC

Completed

Grace Phase one Advanced Practice FT Oncology Survey University & 
NHS-REC

Completed

Sally Phase one 
(referral)

Advanced Practice FT Infection Control Qualitative – 
interviews

Advised none 
required

Completed

Amelia Pilot Advanced Practice FT Mental Health Qualitative – 
interviews

Not known Completed

Alice Pilot Advanced Practice FT Critical Care Systematic review Not known Completed

Liz Modified 
phase three

Advanced Practice FT Critical Care Programme 
evaluation

University & 
NHS-REC

Completed

60



Figure 2.3: Overview of timeline for recruitment & data analysis
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2.7.4 Data & data construction
This study utilises in-depth interviews in order to construct data for analysis. 

Interviews represent the most common form of data construction within qualitative 

research (Alasuutari, Bickman, & Brannen, 2008). This may be because of their 

perceived practicality or their ability to provide a near immediate source of first 

person perspective on the phenomenon of interest. However, Kvale and Brinkmann

(2008) have positioned interviewing as a craft; that to get the best quality data 

requires skill and an awareness of the philosophical focus of the inquiry. This latter 

point helps explain why the finer aspects of interviewing are contested within 

grounded theory. To illustrate: consensus on what to ask, how to ask it, and how to 

record it does not exist between the various factions. Unsurprisingly, the differences

that exist relate to the wider methodological issues of each approach to grounded 

theory method. Yet the differences can be subtle, acting as traps to trip the unwary 

novice into "methods slurring" (Wilson & Hutchinson, 1996).

Numerous commentators acknowledge that the underlying philosophical 

perspective of the research undertaken has relevance to the status and analytical 

position adopted in relation to interviews and the data they generate (Birks & Mills, 

2010; Kvale & Brinkmann, 2008; Silverman, 2001). The philosophical dimension of 

interviews is well illustrated by Kvale and Brinkmann (2008) in their metaphorical 

adaptation of the Rubin’s Vase-Face illusion (Figure 2.4). A researcher may view 

either the faces within the optical illusion or the vase, but both cannot be perceived 

simultaneously. According to Kvale and Brinkmann (2008) the faces represent the 

objectivist position: the researcher distanced from the participant; an objective 

observer and recorder of fact. The vase represents the constructionist position of a 

mutually created reality. Here data are constructed through processes of mutual 

interaction and interpretation, resulting in “inter views” (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2008, p.

2). It is this latter conception that is congruent to the constructivist grounded theory 

approach (Birks & Mills, 2010; Bryant, 2002; Charmaz, 2000, 2006), and therefore 

the perspective adopted within this inquiry.

Whilst semi-structured interviews are a common feature of qualitative research, 

the degree of structure applied needs to be carefully balanced. Most protagonists of 

grounded theory methods recommend unstructured interviews for the quality of the 

data they provide, yet they also recognise the need for some structure in particular 

circumstances (Birks & Mills, 2010; Charmaz, 2006; Corbin & Strauss, 2008; 

Glaser, 1998). These include the use of interview guides for support of novice 

researchers (Birks & Mills, 2010; Charmaz, 2006; Corbin & Strauss, 2008). 

Introducing structure to interviews can restrict the researcher’s ability to fully explore
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the experiences of participants. Glaser (1978, 1998b) related this to “forcing” 

preconceived conceptions on to the emerging theory, a perspective shared by 

Charmaz (2006) who went on to state: “Such questions may also impose the 

researcher’s concepts, concerns, and discourse onto the participant’s reality – from 

the start” (p. 32). Birks & Mills (2010) related the degree of structure applied to the 

degree of flexibility the researcher retains in following the participant’s direction of 

conversation: the outcome of the interview is “dependant on the ability of the 

researcher to travel a path through the interview with the participant” (p. 75). The 

greater the degree of structure, the more likely the researcher will be unable to take 

the “optimal route” (Birks & Mills, 2010, p. 75), or perhaps even find their way at all.

Figure 2.4: Ruben’s vase-face illusion

Yet it is possible to argue that as theoretical sampling develops, the intended 

purpose of each interview becomes increasingly specific in terms of the concepts to 

be explored; a fact recognised within the constructivist variation of the method as 

being important to the construction of theory (Charmaz, 2006). However, whilst the 

level of specificity regarding concepts may increase, the emphasis on exploration 

remains consistent. Thus questions should still be open-ended. Furthermore, 

processes of reflexion in the planning of questions, and the analysis of data 

generated, can assist in ensuring that the introduction of structure is not leading to 

the forcing of data (Charmaz, 2006).

Within this inquiry it was my original intention to initially construct data by using 

unstructured interviews, progressively introducing more structure as data analysis 

evolved. The plan was simply to open initial interviews with the question, “Tell me 

about your experiences of doing master’s research whilst working clinically,” and 

then to develop conversation based on the participant’s response. However, it 
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became apparent after the pilot interviews that my lack of experience was leading to

problems. I noted when reviewing the transcripts that I had occasionally fallen into 

the trap of leading the participants and had asked several closed questions. This 

observation was later confirmed when my supervision team examined the 

transcripts in order to help me develop my interview skills. Reflecting on the 

experience I felt I too easily lost track of what was said, at times thinking of a 

question to ask, but then either not finding a suitable opening in the conversation, or

forgetting the question when a suitable moment arose. Attempting to keep notes did

not seem to help, instead acting as an additional distraction. I recall feeling an 

obligation to “wring-out” all the potentially useful data that I could from each 

interview and not waste the participant’s time. In so doing, I lost sight that the 

analysis would utilise multiple interviews and that data were constructed from 

interaction. As such the pilot interviews served to remind me that each interview 

was necessarily limited by the scope and context of the social interaction 

undertaken.

In order to help ease these tensions I decided to adopt an interview schedule 

proposed by Charmaz (2006) as an aide-memoire; a fall back position should I 

become lost or the conversation reach a natural lull. This schedule suggests a 

range of open-ended questions across the initial, intermediate and final stages of an

interview. The questions are designed to be generic, but are also particularly well 

suited to this inquiry as they use symbolic interactionism as a theoretical foundation

(Charmaz, 2006). I found that by using the schedule I felt more relaxed during the 

interviews, and whilst I still occasionally asked a leading question, these became 

less frequent. I began to trust in the process and in my abilities as a researcher. 

Appendix 1 illustrates the progressive development of the schedule adopted, the 

questions becoming more specific as concurrent preliminary analysis was used to 

direct data collection. Of particular note is the schedule used in the follow-up 

interview. Here the purpose of the interview was driven entirely from the analysis of 

phase one data, and as such the schedule proposed by Charmaz (2006) is 

abandoned.

Each interview took place within a university venue that was convenient to the 

participant. The fifteen phase one interviews averaged one hour in duration. 

However, the two follow-up interviews were substantially longer, averaging one hour

and forty-five minutes. The final interview (Liz) lasted a little over one hour. I audio 

recorded each interview and then transcribed them verbatim. In total, twenty 

interviews were completed and analysed, giving a total of just over 22 hours of 

audio data. The resulting transcripts varied in length from 8420 to 18,571 words. 
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Whilst Glaser (1998b) was ardent in his opposition to the recording and verbatim 

transcribing of data, seeing this as a waste of time and effort, others disagree. In 

contrast, Charmaz (2006) contended that coding complete transcripts allows for a 

more thorough analysis. Birks and Mills (2010) concurred with Charmaz and add 

that recordings and transcripts give the researcher added security, allowing for the 

inclusion of verbatim quotations to help illustrate the analysis when written up. 

2.7.5 Data analysis methods
The data once transcribed was imported into MAXQDA, a software package for 

qualitative data analysis. Glaser (2008) opposed the use of such software, 

perceiving its use as timewasting and stifling creativity. Bryant and Charmaz

(2007c) concurred with Glaser’s cautionary approach, but acknowledge that 

software has proven value providing researchers understand the limitations of its 

use. They state: “that ultimately the research process must remain under the control

of the researcher(s)” (p. 24), hinting at concerns related to the automation of 

interpretative processes. MAXQDA provides sophisticated database functions that 

can facilitate greater efficiency in all levels of coding, memoing and data mining. 

However, it cannot automate the interpretative process, and therefore cannot 

simulate or replace the interpretative or theoretical sensitivity of the researcher. To 

produce a grounded theory using the software requires the researcher to 

knowledgably apply the various analytical processes associated to the constant 

comparative methods used. As observed by Urquhart (2012) the analysis software 

is merely a tool, and “garbage in” will result in “garbage out” (p. 102).

Common to all variations of grounded theory methodology is the concept of 

coding. The purpose of coding is to fracture the data into units of meaning that 

serve as the building blocks for theory construction. Codes are used to develop 

increasingly abstract conceptualisations of the data as they are compared with data 

and other codes (Charmaz, 2006, 2013; Glaser & Holton, 2007; Strauss & Corbin, 

1998), eventually coming to define theoretical categories and their properties

(Charmaz, 2006, 2013). However, it is important to note that the process is not 

linear and that researchers should return to microanalysis techniques where the 

data fails to adequately fit the developing analysis (Charmaz, 2006; Strauss & 

Corbin, 1998). Figure 2.5 illustrates the analytical procedures used in this study. In 

line with constructivist grounded theory methods, three forms of coding are 

indicated: initial coding, focused coding and theoretical coding. 
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The initial coding methods used “line-by-line” and “incident-by-incident” coding 

as illustrated in Figure 2.6. The first two interview transcripts were coded in full 

using this method but, as indicated above, where data failed to fit existing codes, 

the techniques were repeated throughout the analysis of subsequent transcripts. 

Initial codes attempted to identify the obvious and implied actions of the participants,

and where possible utilised in-vivo labels and/or gerunds in order to keep them 

active and as close to the original data as possible. This helps to ground the 

analysis (Charmaz, 2006) and demonstrates confirmability (see Section 2.9.4, p. 

74). Concentrating codes on such small units of text facilitated a very detailed 

microanalysis that I believe helped to capture the nuanced nature of the data. 

However, it made the process of analysis complex, and resulted in very large 

volumes of codes. To illustrate: 1034 codes were generated during the initial coding 

of the first two interviews, and 1843 codes emerged from the analysis in total. 

Figure 2.5: Data analysis process

As coding progressed the codes used were compared to new data and to other 

codes. Charmaz (2006) described this process as “focused coding”, whereby codes 

are gradually made more abstract, and tentative theoretical categories and their 

properties emerge. I found this a natural and organic progress, however it proved 

particularly time consuming. To illustrate: the coding of the third interview transcript 
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alone took approximately three months to complete. Furthermore, the process was 

complex, and some categories had many layers of focused codes nested within 

them. Each subsequent interview took less time to complete as a consequence of 

the increased levels of conceptualisation represented within the coding structures 

used. Focused coding progressively morphed into theoretical coding, whereby the 

emerging categories were compared with data, codes and other categories, and 

progressively saturated. Such a progression is congruent to the coding process 

described by Charmaz (2006, 2013).

Disappointed in 

self

Believing plans 

were ok

Being 

disappointed with 

mark

Speculating why

Believing plans 

were ok

Being corrected

Emily: Umm. (Pause) I… I felt disappointed in myself that, perhaps I 

hadn't seen it. That… That that's the way it should of gone. Umm. I 

wasn't disappointed in anybody else; it was just, you know, my naiveté. 

I thought it was all alright, you know, I had submitted it to my research 

proposal module. It was fine. I was disappointed with my mark because

had been getting high 60s, 70s, and I got 54, and I couldn't understand 

why I had done that. But perhaps that's why. Umm. I went to see 

(research module leader) and, umm, he was happy with the model 

that… You know, that… That I'd taken. Umm. But then (research Prof) 

said “do this”. And she was right.

(Note: Colour coding added for illustration purposes only)

Figure 2.6: Example of initial coding

Throughout the analysis memo writing was used to keep track of the developing 

analytic constructions being formed. Charmaz (2006, p. 81) described the process 

of memo writing as forming: “a place for exploration and discovery”. Again, this was 

found to be a time intensive process, especially as categorisation progressed to an 

increasingly theoretical level and memos became longer, and incorporated other 

categories as sub-categories or conceptual properties. It is worth noting that memos

were not generated for every focus code, but rather utilised where codes 

represented categories for emergent processes. This concurs with the advice 

offered by Charmaz (2006, p. 83) whereby memos are advised wherever a 

researcher has identified “ideas and categories to pursue”. Combined, the analysis 

led to in excess of 170,000 words of memos being generated. Memos written for the
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ten main theoretical categories formed a foundational basis for the findings of this 

thesis (presented in Chapters 3 and 4). A short excerpt from an analytical memo is 

provided in Appendix 2.

Charmaz (2006) advocated writing memos spontaneously in order to explicate 

categories and keep track of comparisons. However, she suggested that some may 

find the process too ambiguous, and put forward axial analysis (Strauss & Corbin, 

1998) as an alternative, especially when a more structured approach to category 

formation is deemed necessary. In practice, I found Charmaz’s flexible approach to 

categorisation too unfocused when writing memos, and at times found myself 

becoming lost or making analytical leaps that on later reflection were unsupported 

by the data. As a consequence I opted to adapt the central questions of axial 

analysis (when, where, why, who, how and with what consequences) into my 

memos as subheadings (Charmaz, 2006). However, it is important to recognise that

such a structured approach is criticised as potentially leading researchers to limit 

the various properties of categories into pre-defined classifications (Charmaz, 2006)

or qualitative description (Glaser, 1998), and caution is therefore needed not to 

force the analysis. Indeed at times I became aware that the properties of a memo 

didn’t comfortably fit the headings applied. In such instances I reverted to a more 

open approach to memoing, adding a reflexive comment in order to monitor my 

decision.

All interviews were included in the data analysis including those from the initial 

pilot interviews. Accepting that an analyst’s theoretical sensitivity is in part born from

experience (Charmaz, 2006; Glaser, 1998b; Glaser & Strauss, 1967), it appeared 

logical to include the data from the pilot interviews within the data set in order to 

make transparent the contribution these data made to the construction of the 

emerging analysis. However, it should be noted that coding of pilot data was 

delayed until after the analysis of the fifteen interviews gained through phase one 

recruitment was completed.

2.8 Ethical considerations
Research is undertaken within morally charged contexts. Beauchamp and Childress

(2008) defined morality as “norms about right and wrong human conduct that are so

widely shared that they form a stable (if incomplete) social agreement” (p. 2). 

Research ethics relates to a practical form of ethics whereby norms of professional 

conduct are continually considered in relation to moral principles such as autonomy,

non-maleficence, beneficence and justice (Beauchamp & Childress, 2008). 

68



Danchev and Ross (2013) identify research ethics as a professional obligation 

whereby researchers practise an enhanced ethical capacity by gaining requisite 

ethical approvals, and demonstrating a heightened awareness of moral 

responsibility. It is therefore argued that ethical rigour needs to be illustrated 

throughout a research project and not just at the point at which ethical approval is 

sought; the researcher remains responsible for the protection of participants 

throughout the study and beyond (Orb, Eisenhauer, & Wynaden, 2001). This section

of the chapter aims to briefly explicate how ethical rigour was maintained throughout

this inquiry. First by detailing the ethical review processes engaged with, and then 

by considering the methods used in relation to the moral principles typically 

considered by such review boards, namely: autonomy, non-maleficence, 

beneficence and justice (Clifford, 2013).

2.8.1 Ethical approvals
Ethical approval for the study was initially sought via the University of Chester, 

Faculty of Health & Social Care Research Ethics Sub-committee (FHSC-REC). This

represented an initial review of the proposed research methods independent of the 

researcher and supervisory team. Such approval is needed for all student research 

undertaken within the University. As the proposed participants of the research were 

clinicians working within the National Health Service, it was also necessary to gain 

NHS Regional Ethics Committee (NHS-REC) approval. This was applied for via 

proportionate review, a pilot scheme for scrutinising studies considered low risk. 

FHSC-REC approval was granted in June 2011 and NHS-REC approval in August 

2011.

As mentioned earlier, a minor amendment to the initial FHSC-REC approval was

sought and granted in December 2013. This was considered necessary when it was

realised that the wording of the recruitment strategy initially approved by the FHSC-

REC effectively prevented the implementation of phase three recruitment within the 

university used for phase 1 data collection. 

Appendix 3 provides evidence of the various ethical permissions sought.

2.8.2 Autonomy
Beauchamp and Childress (2008) define the concept of autonomy as relating to an 

individual’s right to self-governance, and identify the concepts of liberty and agency 

as essential properties of autonomous actions: they define liberty as having 

“independence from controlling influences”, and agency as “capacity for intentional 
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action” (p. 100). In a research context, autonomy can be interpreted as ensuring 

that the methods used respect the self-determination of all ‘Others’ involved

(Danchev & Ross, 2013). Orb, Eisenhauer and Wynaden (2001) relate autonomy in 

qualitative research to processes of gaining informed consent. 

The sampling and recruitment processes used within this inquiry sought to 

ensure that all the individuals approached made an informed decision. To achieve 

this, all those approached were initially provided with an information sheet and 

invitation letter (Appendix 3), and asked to carefully consider their participation in 

the project. In order to reduce the risk that individuals would feel coerced, those 

interested in participating were required to initiate any subsequent contact with the 

researcher. Finally, the consent process required participants to re-read the 

information sheet before providing signed consent (Appendix 3). Participants were 

advised of their right to withdraw from the study at any time without prejudice. 

2.8.3 Beneficence & non-maleficence
Beauchamp and Childress (2008) defined beneficence as an “obligation to act for 

the benefit of others” (p. 197). In contrast, they defined non-maleficence as the 

“obligation not to inflict harm on others” (p. 149). In relation to beneficence, research

should be directed to topics that have social value (Emanuel, Grady, & Wendler, 

2011), and wherever applicable promote the welfare of those involved in the study 

undertaken (Danchev & Ross, 2013). In terms of non-maleficence, research should 

be designed in a way that minimises any potential risks to those participating, 

including the research team (Danchev & Ross, 2013). In short: researchers are 

required to demonstrate a favourable risk versus benefit ratio (Emanuel et al., 

2011).

The study described is intended to help inform the development of mechanisms 

for supporting students undertaking research as part of a professionally orientated 

taught master’s degree. This primary purpose can be argued to be of social value 

and therefore to meet the first criterion for beneficence. However, it was thought 

unlikely that individual participants would directly benefit from this sense of purpose.

Rather, it was hoped that participants would gain a degree of catharsis as a 

consequence of sharing their experiences. Catharsis has been reported as a 

beneficial outcome of participation in qualitative research, especially when 

participants perceive that they are able to articulate feelings and anxieties and 

potentially contribute to bringing about positive change for others (Gatrell, 2009; 

Haynes, 2006; N. Johnson, 2009). Within and following the interviews several 
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participants commented that they had found the experience beneficial in some way. 

For instance, Felicity refers to her participation as a way of “paying back” those who 

participated in her own research study.

Various potential risks can be identified within any research study. Of particular 

note in the design of this study were risks associated with disclosure of emotive 

issues, and risks to confidentiality. Qualitative research and in particular in-depth 

interviews are associated with participants recounting experiences that are 

potentially emotionally charged (Danchev & Ross, 2013; Flick, 2009). Accordingly, 

the study recognised the risk that those interviewed might be distressed as a 

consequence of recounting their experiences, and therefore made provision to 

support any participant who became distressed as a consequence of the interview 

experience. In practice, only one participant showed any signs of distress during the

interviews. In this instance the option to stop the interview was turned down by the 

participant concerned, as was the offer for support outside the interview.

Confidentiality proved to be a more problematic concern. Initial plans involved 

careful data handling procedures in line with the requirements of the ethics 

committees approving the study. In addition, data transcripts were made 

anonymous: all references to places and names were removed during transcription, 

and a pseudonym was used for each participant. However, it quickly became 

evident that the narratives provided by the participants were richly detailed and 

would be potentially recognisable to those who had supervised them. Danchev and 

Ross (2013) identified the principle of fidelity as being concerned with the 

establishment and maintenance of trust in a research relationship. Whilst the 

measures initially proposed had complied with the requirements of, and been 

approved by, the governance committees approached, I felt obligated to protect 

participants involved as a consequence of the trust they placed in me (even if this 

should impact on the quality of the study overall). As a consequence of this issue I 

have opted not to include any demographic data in relation to the make-up of the 

sample (beyond that provided in Table 2.6), and have taken care in selecting the 

quotations used throughout this thesis. This potentially undermines aspects of the 

study’s credibility and transferability (see Section 2.9 below).

2.8.4 Justice
Beauchamp and Childress (2008) described justice as a contested concept 

indistinct from the moral principles of beneficence and non-maleficence. In broad 

terms they argue that justice relates to notions of “fairness, desert (what is 
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deserved), and entitlement” (p. 241). With specific relation to research ethics, 

Danchev and Ross (2013) described justice as relating to inequalities and attention 

to civil rights. Here it becomes possible to see the linkage of justice to other moral 

principles such as that of autonomy: each individual has a right to make an informed

decision in relation to his or her participation. Furthermore, the notions of capacity 

and justice relate to the rights of those who are considered vulnerable. 

Justice, as a moral obligation, was respected within this study by ensuring all 

those invited to participate were capable of making, and afforded an opportunity to 

make, an informed decision free of outside pressure. Methods used to ensure this 

included the establishment of inclusion/exclusion criteria that recognised the 

potential for existing student/lecturer relationships to influence the actions of those 

asked to participate. Of particular concern was the potential for a power differential 

to exist between researcher and participant as a consequence of such a 

relationship; this could lead students to perceive pressure to participate in the 

research. Similarly those participating may perceive a degree of vulnerability in 

relation to the responses provided, should the researcher be involved in the 

supervision or grading of their dissertation. Whilst none of the individuals 

approached qualified as ‘vulnerable’ in terms of the various criteria highlighted by 

Levine et al. (2004), the discussion above helps illustrate that vulnerability should 

not be reduced to a marker of population status as often indicated by research 

governance committees, but recognised as a form of risk present in any research 

study involving ‘Others’.

2.9 Ensuring rigour & trustworthiness
Considerations of rigour are related to concerns of research quality (Ryan-Nicholls 

& Will, 2009). In simplistic terms, rigour can be defined as the degree to which a 

study applies justified, systematic and thorough research processes and methods, 

in order to form trustworthy and therefore valuable results or findings (Tracy, 2010). 

Thus criteria used for assessing rigour provide a device for the evaluation of the 

trustworthiness of research (focusing on methods, findings or both). Traditionally, 

four tenets of rigour have been considered dominant (Tracy, 2010), namely: validity,

reliability, generalisability and objectivity. However, these criteria have been 

criticised as inappropriate to inquiries underpinned by non-positivist philosophies

(Cooney, 2011; Gasson, 2004; Guba, 1981; Morse, 2004; Ryan-Nicholls & Will, 

2009; E. Thomas & Magilvy, 2011; Tracy, 2010). Furthermore, numerous 

commentators suggest that the methods used to evaluate research should be 
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specific to the approach and discipline applied (Creswell, 2007; Morse, 2004; Ryan-

Nicholls & Will, 2009).

A search of the literature resulted in the identification of a multitude of alternative

criteria for evaluating trustworthiness in research, both generic and discipline 

specific (e.g. related to a particular philosophical approach or methodology). Each 

approach argues over nuances of philosophy and technique, and often utilises 

different criteria (see: Beck, 1993; Cooney, 2011; Guba, 1981; Lomborg & 

Kirkevold, 2003; Tracy, 2010). A detailed analysis of these various criteria is 

considered superfluous to this thesis. Rather, I simply seek to detail the strategy 

adopted, before explicating how the concepts considered were applied to the inquiry

undertaken. 

This research utilises the criteria suggested by Guba (1981), namely: credibility, 

dependability, transferability, and confirmability. Trustworthiness is demonstrated by

taking into account both the rigour applied to investigative methods, and the quality 

of the interpretative processes used. The criteria help demonstrate trustworthiness 

by applying broad naturalistic epistemological and ontological assumptions to four 

generic concerns for research quality (regardless of philosophical foundation): truth-

value, consistency, applicability, and neutrality. Whilst not universally accepted, the 

criteria originally recommended by Guba have gained popularity for use in 

qualitative research (Ryan-Nicholls & Will, 2009). 

2.9.1 Credibility
Credibility is associated with the assessment of confidence in relation to the degree 

that research findings represent truth (Bowen, 2009; Guba, 1981; Ryan-Nicholls & 

Will, 2009). In rationalist philosophy, truth is said to exist beyond the consciousness 

of the individual, and when known can be generalised to other contexts. According 

to Guba (1981) such an approach assumes truth as demonstrating isomorphism 

(the same form: “isomorphic, adj.,” n.d.) or verisimilitude (the appearance of being 

true: “verisimilitude, n.,” n.d.). Therefore, truth claims in rationalist research are 

typically measured by assessments for internal validity: examining the degree to 

which a study’s findings represent the variables studied (Ryan-Nicholls & Will, 

2009). However, as has been demonstrated, this study is opposed to rationalist 

assumptions. Rather, it represents a form of naturalistic inquiry wherein the concept 

of truth is related to an individual’s unique construction of reality. According to Guba

(1981) such an approach does not render the concept of isomorphism redundant, 
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but rather hints at how credibility, as a naturalistic alternative to measures of internal

validity, may be maximised:

Nevertheless, the fundamental idea of isomorphism is useful, for within the 

naturalist's framework, the analog of isomorphism to reality must be 

isomorphism to respondents' perceptions (multiple realities existing in the 

minds of people). (p. 80)

Techniques to demonstrate credibility seek to reassure the reader that the 

findings represent a faithful representation of the participant’s experience (Cooney, 

2011). For instance, member checking is recommended: whereby the researcher’s 

emerging interpretation is checked for accuracy with “members of the various 

audiences and groups from which data are solicited” (Guba, 1981, p. 85). Similarly, 

techniques for establishing structural cohesion and corroboration by “testing every 

datum and interpretation against all others” (Guba, 1981, p. 85) are promoted. 

The methodological ideals of theoretical sampling and constant comparative 

analysis can be argued to conform to these requirements. To illustrate: as 

recommended by Cooney (2011) this inquiry purposively explored and tested codes

that emerged during data analysis within subsequent interviews (arguably akin to a 

form of member checking), and is able to evidence the development of new 

questions (see Appendix 1) and the confirmation of emergent theoretical codes (see

Chapters 3 and 4). Similarly, the constant comparative analysis methods utilised 

within this inquiry ensured data, initial codes, focus codes and emergent theoretical 

categories were compared throughout the analysis.

In addition, two excerpts from interview transcripts selected at random 

(Interviews 5 and 13 respectively) were examined and coded by the principal 

supervisor of this project. Unsurprisingly given the naturalistic foundations of this 

study and the analytical methods detailed above, relatively little correlation was 

found between the codes applied by my supervisor and those I developed through 

the constant comparative process. As has been described and expanded upon 

above, Charmaz (2006, 2013) construes the grounded theory process as a joint 

venture between researcher and participant; both data and data analysis are 

actively and conjointly constructed and re-constructed throughout the research 

process, the researcher providing an individual input. Given such a premise, it is 

unlikely any two researchers would interpret data in the same way.
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2.9.2 Dependability
Dependability is associated with the generic concern of consistency (Guba, 1981). 

The equivalent term in rationalist-based research is reliability whereby researchers 

attempt to evidence the consistency of their results through various processes of 

verification; for instance, replication. Such an approach is problematic in naturalist 

enquiries as it fails to acknowledge the instability of the interpretative processes that

form the basis of qualitative analysis (Guba, 1981). To illustrate: Johns (2003) 

demonstrated how participants’ interpretations of experience vary over time. 

Furthermore, he suggested that a researcher’s own interpretation of experience will 

likely vary over time, indicating a need to remain reflexive. Dependability is therefore

primarily concerned with mechanisms that enable a reader to audit the consistency 

of the methods used, including the interpretative decisions applied (Bowen, 2009; 

Guba, 1981; Ryan-Nicholls & Will, 2009). Such mechanisms are often referred to as

audit or decision trails.

Within this thesis, this chapter provides a detailed exploration of decisions 

related to research design. In so doing it contributes to the auditability of the inquiry 

in terms of methodological rigour. The use of extensive memo writing (see excerpt 

in Appendix 2) throughout the analysis, incorporating reflexive notes, and the 

identification of questions raised throughout the interpretative process help 

demonstrate dependability in terms of the interpretative processes used (Chiovitti & 

Piran, 2003; Cooney, 2011). Furthermore, as memos in constructivist grounded 

theory are modified throughout the process of analysis, an archive of earlier memos 

was maintained throughout.

2.9.3 Transferability
Transferability refers to the degree to which the findings of a naturalist inquiry can 

be applied to contexts beyond those studied (Guba, 1981; Ryan-Nicholls & Will, 

2009). Underpinning the concept is the generic concern of research applicability

(Guba, 1981), a concept central to research utility. For example, prior to applying 

the findings of a naturalist study, a reader must make a judgement in relation to the 

degree of “fit” between the context of the research and the context to which the 

findings are to be transferred. Consequently it is recommended that researchers 

seeking to promote transferability give rich and detailed descriptions of the context 

of inquiry (Guba, 1981). Such descriptions should include the settings used, timings 

and rich detail in relation to the participants (Shenton, 2004; E. Thomas & Magilvy, 

2011).  
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However, in grounded theory the concept of transferability is argued to be less 

straightforward than in other forms of naturalistic inquiry (Cooney, 2011). In 

particular, Glaser (1998b) argued that the theoretical concepts developed through 

grounded theory should be sufficiently abstract to be readily modifiable in differing 

substantive contexts. In short, the similarity of research settings is not important; 

rather, the findings should be transferable at a theoretical level (Morse & Singleton, 

2001). This study situates the theory presented in Chapters 3 and 4 within a 

specified substantive context. Whilst it defines the geographical sample frame, 

location of data collection and interview durations, it does not provide a detailed 

description of the participants. As explored in the section on Ethics above, this is 

due to concerns relating to participant confidentiality.

2.9.4 Confirmability
According to Guba (1981) rationalists seek to ensure the neutrality of research by 

imposing pre-established boundaries to ensure researcher objectivity; the aim being

to ensure results represent an objective truth, and are independent of any influence 

from the investigation itself. In contrast, naturalists recognise that research findings 

represent individual constructions of reality and that researchers need to actively 

engage with participants in a process of interpretation (Guba, 1981). Neutrality in 

naturalist-based inquiry is therefore argued to relate to the confirmability of the data 

and subsequent findings, rather than researcher objectivity. Researchers seeking to

demonstrate confirmability do so by first establishing credibility, dependability and 

transferability (see text above). Furthermore, confirmability can be demonstrated by 

using principles of reflexivity to help identify where a researcher’s preconceptions 

may have influenced the design, execution and results of an investigation (E. 

Thomas & Magilvy, 2011). Chapter 6 attends specifically to issues of reflexivity as 

they are applied within this study. 

2.10 Summary
This chapter has sought to critically explicate the research design utilised within this 

inquiry; a process that helps establish the dependability of the findings. In summary 

the chapter has argued that: constructionism, with its emphasis on a relativist 

ontology and subjectivist epistemology, is the most suitable philosophical foundation

for the inquiry; of the various theoretical approaches commonly aligned to 

constructionism, symbolic interactionism has the greatest degree of congruity to the 

aims of this investigation; and, of the various methodological approaches commonly
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associated with symbolic interactionism, constructivist grounded theory is the most 

well-matched to the research aims and outcomes. Furthermore, the chapter has 

argued that the methods applied within this study are justified and congruent to the 

aims, methodology and context of the inquiry undertaken. This has been achieved 

by illustrating that the practice of research requires pragmatic compromise: a 

carefully considered, and fully justified, adaption of methodological ideals in order to

address the problematic context of undertaking research in the real world. Likewise, 

it has demonstrated that the methods utilised have been planned and applied in a 

way that recognises the need for continual moral responsibility. Finally, by utilising 

the criteria proposed by Guba (1981), it has been argued that the study 

demonstrates rigour and trustworthiness in relation to the research methods utilised.

The summary of this chapter brings to a close the consideration of the research 

design. The next chapter begins the process of presenting the key findings of the 

inquiry.

77



Chapter 3: Putting Research into Practice 

3.1 Introduction
Following the steps of analysis detailed in the last chapter, ten theoretical categories

were identified. These were divided into two themes: “Putting research into practice”

and “Being professional”. Figure 3.1 provides a summary of these two themes and 

the theoretical categories they represent, modelled to illustrate their conceptual 

relationship. 

Key to themes:

Figure 3.1: Illustration to show the conceptual relationship of theoretical codes

Combined, the ten theoretical categories identified within the analysis form two 

major theoretical arguments that together represent the central gist of this thesis. 

First, that clinical nurses undertaking master’s research accommodate and adjust to 

the experience by endeavouring to incorporate the actions they associate with 

research practice into their existing constructions of personal professional practice. 

Second, that they accomplish this by continually constructing a sense of 

professional Being: a real-time ontological consciousness used to interpret social 
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context and determine the most appropriate response (a theoretical product I refer 

to as “Professional ontology theory”). 

For the sake of clarity in presentation, this chapter will focus on the six 

categories that constitute the theme “Putting research into practice”, and will 

establish a foundation for the later explication of the theme “Being professional” 

(Chapter 4). Appendix 4 expands on the illustration of these categories, as they are 

shown in Figure 3.1, by providing a basic schematic of all six theoretical categories 

and their major sub-categories. 

Within this chapter I aim to specifically address the first of the two research 

objectives specified in Chapter 1: to describe and conceptualise the processes 

involved when clinical nurses conduct a master’s degree research project. 

Throughout the chapter, I will advance the argument that participants accommodate 

and adjust to the experience of research by incorporating the actions associated 

with research into existing constructions of personal professional practice. It should 

be remembered that despite the linear presentation of the categories discussed in 

this chapter, participants describe their experience of them as being non-linear. To 

illustrate: planning a research project may continue throughout the duration of the 

participants’ research.

The findings presented in this chapter and the next will be supported throughout 

by examples from the data. These are intended to help the reader gain a feel for 

how the theoretical categories presented are “grounded” within the data set, and 

thus facilitate a better evaluation of the dependability of the analysis (Guba, 1981). 

The examples used are not intended to provide a narrative of the participants’ 

experiences of research. Fei (2007) compares this technique to that of a maths 

problem whereby the student is asked to illustrate their working-out alongside their 

answer. 

3.2 Putting research into practice

3.2.1 Planning the project
Participants recognised planning for master’s research as a “legitimised process” - a

process that must be adhered to (see Section 4.2.3.4, p. 126). All participants were 

required complete a preparatory research module prior to undertaking their 

dissertation module. These modules required participants to plan their research 

project in readiness for doing their dissertation. 
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 “Planning the project” can be identified as a strategic process typically involving 

three key stages: deciding on the topic to research; making an initial proposal; and 

making changes to the initial proposal. These will now be briefly explored.

3.2.1.1 Deciding on a topic to research
A participant’s choice of topic was always influenced by the focus of the degree 

undertaken. Jessica and Abigail, as case examples, outlined how the topic of their 

master’s degree (Health Visiting) required them to select a topic of demonstrable 

relevance to the subject, a perceived requisite of the legitimised process (see 

Section 4.2.3.4, p. 126). Thus the professional focus of the master’s degree 

undertaken played a significant role in the participants’ decision to align their 

research to professional practice.

However participants, regardless of whether their degree was aligned to a 

particular professional award, always sought to strategically link their choice of topic 

to their personal professional practice in some way. In the words of Holly this helped

to make their research “real"; an activity that is professionally worthwhile as 

opposed to being merely academic. Choosing a topic of personal professional 

relevance maximised opportunities for participants to gain professional credibility, 

enhancing their power and status in practice by influencing change (see Section 

4.2.3, p. 123). This is illustrated well by Peter's discussion of “Added value”:

Peter (I1): […] I… I found the process quite beneficial to myself. Umm. And 

what I chose to do, umm, in my research, umm, I think is showing, or will 

show, some benefit to the hospital where I work. And the process, or the 

care of the patients, umm, and that's what I tried to do when I decided what I

was going to do was look for something which would have some added 

value. Which would actually help, umm, patient care, and something which I 

was… would be directly involved with on a daily, err, basis. 

Another strategic factor that influenced participants to choose one particular 

topic over another was the perceived practicality of the project. Issues related to 

practicality included: familiarity with the topic (Jessica), scale of the project (Peter), 

resources (Ruby, Sophie) and the effort needed (Jessica and Oliver). 

A final factor that influences the why of topic selection is that of guidance. 

Felicity, Kate, Hayley, Lily and Alice all indicated that their choice of topic was in part

influenced by their academic supervisor, each explaining how their supervisor either 
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helped them confirm the suitability of a topic, or helped them narrow down their 

ideas. 

3.2.1.2 Making an initial proposal
In relation to this study, “Making an initial proposal” is defined as the participants’ 

first complete attempt at writing a research proposal intended for use within their 

master’s dissertation modules. 

The university always assesses initial research proposals. Passing such an 

assessment can lead participants to feel an increased sense of confidence in 

relation to their preparation for doing research within their dissertation module. For 

example, Kate described her sense of confidence after completing her initial 

proposal:

Kate: I think the feedback received from the supervisors, and also sort of 

knowing that it was kind of outlined really what I wanted to do, and that I was

on the right lines and, umm… So I did feel more confident. Once I'd actually 

done that I thought that was good preparation for then actually doing the 

research.

However, this confidence can on occasions be misplaced. Hayley expected to 

be able to implement her plans in full after passing her initial proposal module; only 

to find the methodology she proposed couldn’t be implemented due to previously 

unidentified governance issues: 

Hayley: […] you need to write your proposal. You write it. But it doesn't mean

to say that you're applying it. So you think you come out with something that 

is doable, but when you try and do it… It's not. It's almost, if I'd… if at that 

stage I had actually gone and done my IRAS I would have realised that I 

couldn't have done it, and I could have changed things a lot earlier.

Note that Hayley uses this experience as a mechanism for distinguishing 

research theory from practice. In so doing the proposal demonstrates propositional 

knowledge only (see Section 4.2.1, p. 115).
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3.2.1.3 Making changes to the initial proposal
Whilst the previous two planning stages always commenced before the dissertation 

project officially started, the last stage continued throughout the implementation of 

the project. This meant that the initial proposal could be changed at any time up to 

the end of the participants’ research journey. As such it is perceived as an on-going 

part of the practice of research. Peter (I1) described this process of change as an 

“emergent design”, indicating that the research design used is not set in stone, but 

rather evolves and emerges from the need to respond pragmatically to 

circumstance. Sophie provided an example of this when she described how her 

social circumstances had influenced her decision to amend her initial proposal: 

Sophie: [...] but it's never going to happen because a) I’m a full-time working 

mum, and err currently studying obviously as well, and… umm… unless I do 

it out of hours, which is not plausible, I've had to change my whole… umm…

structure, and changing it into an open-ended questionnaire now. Which is 

not what I really wanted to do. But given the timeframe that I've got, and 

everything, is just not, not plausible to carry out the way I wanted to do it.

Similarly, both Felicity and Emily had to adopt pragmatic changes to their 

proposed methods of recruiting participants after encountering difficulties 

implementing their initial plans: 

Felicity: … So I managed to recruit… I anticipated to recruit 60 women, but 

that was over a year, which is when you'd... you write your proposal isn't it? 

Umm. And with all the delays we had to condense that umm so I just 

recruited what I could recruit, umm,  and the response rate was appalling 

really. 

Pragmatic changes were also made as a consequence of the participants 

learning from the experience of “Being a researcher”. Peter described noting how 

his skills in facilitating focus groups improved as he gained experience, and 

identified how he had adjusted his interview schedule and use of prompts. Similarly, 

Alice described refining her skills in cataloguing the literature used within her 

systematic review, learning to adapt her approach as a consequence of sharing 

experience and ideas with her peers.

Commonly participants opted to make changes to their initial proposal based on 

guidance from those they perceived to have the power to influence the project’s 
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outcome. This is exemplified by Felicity who described making significant changes 

to her proposal based on guidance from her supervisor. Similarly, Emily, Abigail and

Jessica (amongst many others) were required to make changes by the various 

ethics committees that they applied to. For Oliver, changes resulted from having the 

initial proposal graded as a fail when assessed by the university. Power 

relationships relate to the participant’s perception of an individual or agency having 

influence on the project’s likely success. For instance, ethics committees 

represented professional gate-keepers with the power to refuse permission for the 

research to proceed. In so doing, ethics committees add emphasis to the 

professional context of research practice, and represent a source of risk for the 

participants needing to apply. It should be noted that the process of gaining ethical 

approval has particular significance in terms of the number and type of changes that

are made to the initial proposal (see Section 3.2.2 below). For example, Felicity, 

Emily, Sophie, Hayley and Lily all made significant changes to their initial proposal 

as a consequence of the feedback received following ethics.

In contrast, for some the impetus for change was born from a personal 

dissatisfaction with the proposed project (or some aspect of it). Lily demonstrated a 

radical form of such dissatisfaction, choosing to completely abandon her initial 

proposal. Such decisions can be considered radical in that they lead to the 

participant having to develop an entirely new research proposal.

The consequences of having to make changes to initial plans can be extreme, 

occasionally resulting in the participant sensing a threat to their studies overall and 

consequently their status as a professional. For instance, as a consequence of the 

changes required by the various ethics committees they applied to, Felicity and 

Emily perceived a risk to their successful completion of their degree, and 

consequently their status as qualified advanced practitioners. Similarly, Hayley had 

to make major changes to her research plans when she encountered problems 

gaining sponsorship by the University (a pre-requisite for ethical approval). This led 

her to question whether to continue with her studies:

Hayley: […] So I found it extremely difficult and frustrating to be honest. And 

about two thirds of the way through I thought I can't be bothered. But I did it 

and I finished it, but I was at the stage where I thought enough is enough 

and then I thought no I've spent a long time doing this.

It should be stressed that, despite any threat perceived, the requirement to 

amend plans was not always viewed negatively. Emily viewed the changes as 
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improving her study and thus increasing her opportunity to gain professional 

credibility.

3.2.2 Going through ethics
“Going through ethics” is a process whereby participants attempt to gain ethical 

approval for their research projects. Applying to an ethics committee represents a 

form of legitimised process (see Section 4.2.3.4, p. 126), and such committees are 

perceived as gate-keepers with the power to halt progress. Across the data set 

“Going through ethics” is a process that commonly stands out as being emotive for 

participants. For many, the experience is the single most distinctive feature of 

undertaking master’s research (Felicity, Emily, Abigail, Jessica, Peter, Hayley, 

Grace, Holly and Sally). 

“Going through ethics” can be described as a process involving four overlapping 

mechanisms: recognising the professional need for ethics; applying for approval; 

having to make changes; and moving on. It is worth stressing that a participant’s 

engagement with the process is not linear. For example: applying for approval and 

having to make changes are mechanisms that often overlap. Furthermore, whilst 

some participants only needed to gain permissions from one ethical review board 

(Kate, Oliver and Liz), others needed to gain permission from two or more 

committees (Felicity, Emily, Abigail, Jessica, Hayley, Peter, and Holly). It should also

be noted that not all participants experienced the entire process. This is illustrated 

by Ruby whose investigation into the ethical process led her to conclude that she 

didn’t need to gain ethical approval from any ethical review board.

3.2.2.1 Needing ethical approval
Participants commonly became aware of a need for ethical approval before they 

commenced their dissertation module. Yet for some the need for ethics remained a 

somewhat tentative and abstract concept until they commenced their dissertation 

module: 

Felicity: […] and then you got told “oh yeah you'll need to do ethics" and you 

think 'well what the hell's ethics? 

Holly described her prior knowledge of the need for ethical approval as naïve:
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Holly: I had to get ethical approval. I think I naïvely thought I might not have 

to do when I started (Slight laugh). I knew I would have to for the young 

people, um, but yes I did. Umm… I found that (slight laugh) I mean that’s-

that’s complex in itself isn’t it?

As participants commenced their dissertation modules their perception regarding

ethics approval fundamentally shifted from an awareness of a need for ethics 

approval, to recognition of ethics as a professional requirement:

Peter: Umm. (Pause) I suppose, I mean honestly some of that, you’ve got to 

see it as you say like, umm, going through the ethics procedures etc., you 

know, if you don’t do that you can’t do the research at the end of the day. So

that’s almost… and I suppose, um, a compulsory sort of thing.

Participants thus perceived that each ethics committee had the power to prevent

them from being able to legitimately start fieldwork, significantly delaying or halting 

their progress, and potentially threatening their investment in learning. For most 

participants, ethics committees thus represented a threat, and the need to gain 

ethical approval became a “consuming” (Holly) priority. Applications for ethical 

approval thus come to represent a high-stakes assessment of readiness to 

undertake research as a form of professional practice. Going through ethics was 

thus recognised as a legitimised professional process (see Section 4.2.3.4, p. 126). 

3.2.2.2 Applying for approval
Applying for approval related to the process of readying the requisite ethics 

applications, submitting them for scrutiny, and if necessary attending the ethics 

committee. As participants attempted to engage with the application process they 

learned what was required to be successful, and as such the process can be 

described as experiential. Numerous participants indicated that advice related to the

ethical process was provided prior to them actually starting their dissertation 

module. For example, Peter discussed how he gained advice from several 

academics prior to completing his research proposal, including the Chair of the 

University ethics committee. As a consequence, some participants reported being 

influenced in relation to their choice of topic and/or methodology by their 

preconceptions of the ethical process (e.g. Kate, Peter, Oliver, and Liz). Oliver 
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stated how using students as his subjects7 negated the need for NHS Research 

Ethics Committee (NHS-REC) approval, and thus made this aspect of his research 

easier:

Adam: what motivated you to use students in your 1st project?

Oliver: to be brutally honest this is as it was easier to get through ethics. And

that was that… you know the academic exercise side of things. It was easier

to get through ethics if I was using students. I just had to go through the 

University ethics panel. 

Some participants reported experiencing difficulty in finding the information 

needed to make a successful ethics application. Usually these references related to 

the procedural knowledge involved as opposed to their propositional knowledge of 

research ethics. As a consequence participants commonly reported “Going through 

ethics” to be stressful, several describing their experience as their “lowest point” 

(Felicity, Holly and Grace). For instance:

Felicity: it was just horrendous. I was going about crying. Because I knew we

had to pull all these different things together. Nobody could tell us what 

actual forms we actually had to fill in.

The stress associated with the experience of applying for approval was so 

significant as to lead some participants to question whether to continue. Hayley 

described how she felt that “enough was enough” and came close to quitting, whilst 

Grace stated:

Grace: [...] The limited time that you have between applying for ethics and 

getting everything submitted and, umm, the actual trauma of being actually 

seen in the ethics committee. Umm. I think once I got over that hurdle… I 

mean at that point I was all prepared to give up.

7

 Note: for the sake of clarity in the nomenclature used within this analysis, the terms “subject”
and “subjects” are used to describe those individuals who participated in the research 
projects completed by the participants of this study. The term “participants” is reserved for 
when referring to those individuals who participated in this study. However, in order to 
maintain accuracy of data reporting these terms are left unchanged within the data extracts 
provided.
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Applying for approval was perceived as a complex and particularly time-

consuming process, especially if NHS-REC approval was needed. The Integrated 

Research Application Service (IRAS) system used for NHS-REC approval involves 

completing an initial screening for the proposed project, then completing an 

extensive application form and supporting paperwork (CVs, study protocols, site 

specific forms, et cetera), arranging sponsorship and indemnity for the project, 

gaining appropriate signatures from high level University personnel, speaking with 

the NHS-REC coordinator in order to gain the necessary codes to allow the form to 

be submitted electronically, and finally sending a hard copy of the signed form by 

post. Once forms were submitted participants experienced a profound sense of 

relief. It is also worth noting that the process outlined above is subject to change. 

For instance, the introduction of NHS-REC Proportionate Review Service means 

that many of the projects described by the participants would now follow a different 

process.

Following the process of applying to an NHS-REC, several participants were 

invited to attend the REC meeting where their proposal was being considered. 

Whilst participants applying to NHS-REC were not obliged to attend the committee, 

many opted to do so. This was typically reported as being a particularly “daunting” 

experience (Emily, Abigail). Abigail explains her decision to attend the committee as 

related to wanting to show ownership of the research, and to have an opportunity to 

defend her application:

Abigail (I1): [...] But I know that you don't always have to attend the ethics do

you? With IRAS you can just not turn up and they will do it, but especially the

1st time round I wanted to have the opportunity to be there. Because it was 

my research and I wanted to argue the fact I guess. It did feel like arguing, 

and putting my point across about the research and things.

In so doing, Abigail demonstrated a willingness to be seen as being 

professionally accountable for her research. 

3.2.2.3 Having to make changes
Following feedback from an ethics committee, participants described a process of 

“Having to make changes”. This process involves the participant recognising and 

responding to an ethics committee’s requirement for a proposal to be amended or 

altered in order to gain approval. Given ethics approval was perceived by 

87



participants as a professional requirement of research practice, the need to respond 

to feedback was motivated by their desire to be seen as being professionally 

credible (see Section 4.2.3, p. 123). For some, the criticism received in relation to a 

proposal was perceived as a personal professional slight. 

On receiving feedback the participant response includes: judging the validity of 

the changes requested (potentially leading some participants to defend the 

approach adopted), questioning the manner in which feedback was provided, and 

making any adjustments needed in order to resubmit the application. The 

adjustments required varied in terms of type and scope across the sample. These 

could range from a minor amendment to a consent form (Peter), or the near 

redesign of the project (as illustrated by Emily's experience of the University ethics 

committee).

Evidence that participants question the validity of the recommended changes 

was clearly indicated. This may involve the participant questioning the validity of the 

ethics committee to make recommendations for change. For instance, several 

participants questioned the ability of the NHS-REC to understand proposals that 

used qualitative methodology (Abigail, Jessica, Holly and Sally), leading them to 

defend the position adopted:

Jessica: [...] They just didn't get it at all. All they wanted to know was well 

how many people why don't you just compare them with people who don't 

breastfeed or who have not got an increased weight. And I'm like will you 

just… and (supervisor name) was great in that because she actually kind of 

stood up and said… She actually stood up and said “look we may as well 

call a halt here because… We may as well go away and everybody here… I 

can't believe she said this (slight laugh)… everybody here can read up about

qualitative research, or you realise that this isn't quantitative, this is 

qualitative and we purely want to ask these women how they feel. Nothing 

else, nothing more." And everyone just kind of went “right okay”

Some participants questioned the make-up of the panel (Felicity, Abigail, Jessica

and Grace), Jessica commenting that the panel was “all very medicalised”, and both

Grace and Abigail questioning the representativeness of the lay panel member.

Whilst Emily didn't fully agree with the NHS-REC’s feedback, she believed that 

arguing her point was futile. She (amongst several others) comments that the 

feedback was given in a rather abrupt fashion; moreover in requiring reassurances 
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in relation to her planned conduct, she perceived that the feedback questioned her 

professional judgement:

Emily: [...] And I just kept saying “yes okay" (Emily gives a short laugh) do 

you know what I mean, I thought “well I'll never get through if I argue". Umm.

Because I wasn't going to send it in the post, I was going to give them it. 

“Well what if someone is bereaved?" Well I would never have given it to a 

bereaved person you know? Umm. But I understand that… that it all had to 

be done. So once I made those amendments it was all right, it was done. 

Abigail also questioned the manner in which the feedback was provided 

commenting that they were "destructive" as opposed to "constructive". Her initial 

experience of attending the NHS-REC left her with a sense of not being listened to, 

and that the panel "didn't want to know". 

3.2.2.4 Moving on
Gaining ethical permission commonly represents a significant “milestone” (Abigail, 

I2) in the participants’ perception of their research journey: the point at which actions

switch from those associated predominantly with planning, to those of fieldwork and 

data collection. For some, gaining ethical approval proved symbolic and was 

described in terms of passing and failing. To demonstrate, Holly used the fact that 

she had gained ethical approval as a diagnostic sign that she was doing okay:

Holly: […] And I suppose from that point onwards I felt oh well, you know, its 

passing, yes you’re okay. Yes.

It is worth noting that for some participants ethical approval was either deemed 

unnecessary (Ruby, Sally) or impossible (Hayley). In such cases participants still 

moved on. In Hayley’s case, failing to secure sponsorship left her unable to gain 

ethical approval, and this led her to re-design her dissertation project as an audit:

Hayley: Uni wouldn't sponsor me. And for some reason the trust Research 

Department wouldn't sponsor me. Umm. You know about nursing research, 

you've got to go through IRAS. You've got to fill in an IRAS application… I 

went through all that. Then they wanted to know who my sponsor was, and I 
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couldn't get a sponsor. So then I had to change it into an audit, and do it that

way.

Several participants commented that going through ethics helped them move on 

in relation to the writing of their dissertations. For example, Peter comments about 

his application to the NHS-REC:

Peter: [...] because it's almost like writing a dissertation in itself. Writing it. 

You are putting parts of your dissertation in, and putting it… but it is how you

write it, and how you apply.

Furthermore, Emily, who was required to "start all over again" after her 

University ethics application, reported her experience of ethics as having helped her 

to improve the professional credence of her project:

Emily: [...] So… umm it just had to go in a different route really. I was going 

to do quantitative anyway but, because she wanted us to do a pilot study, 

umm, it just made it more challenging. Umm. Which has been good, you 

know, the development. Umm. And getting more credence really because 

of… If I hadn't done it her… the way that she suggested, I don't think I would

have probably been accepted for these abstracts that I've put in.

3.2.3 Implementing the plan
'Implementing the plan' relates to those actions whereby the participants attempted 

to implement their approved research plans within the complex context of 

professional practice. Participants responded to the complexities experienced by 

employing mechanisms for problem solving such as: utilising existing professional 

awareness; adapting the approach used; and accepting necessary limitations. 

3.2.3.1 Recognising the complex professional context of research 
practice
Research plans give substance and direction to the participant’s attempt to 

undertake research in terms of both the focus of the investigation being 

implemented, and the methods of implementation being applied. To demonstrate, 

when asked to describe their research projects participants would usually do so by 
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defining the research topic, methodological approach, and a brief summary of the 

research problem: 

Felicity: Umm. I did a randomised controlled trial and it was whether specific 

antenatal sessions would impact on a woman's choice to choose a v-back 

vaginal birth after Caesarean, or an elective repeat Caesarean section. 

Because our umm… our Caesarean section rate is quite high. And, umm, I 

just wanted to know if I could make a difference really.

However, regardless of having clarity in terms of the intended project’s focus 

and methods, participants come to recognise research practice as complex and 

often problematic when practised within a professional context. Indeed, participants 

identified encountering problems at each stage of the implementation process. This 

can be seen when Felicity, Emily and Abigail each reported encountering 

unanticipated problems when trying to recruit subjects. For Felicity and Emily the 

most significant problem related to the reluctance of other clinicians to become 

involved in the recruitment process, and as a consequence both failed to recruit their

target numbers. 

Similarly, several participants reported experiencing complexities during data 

collection. Peter and Kate both experienced nuanced complexities when using focus

groups as a method of data collection. For Kate the issues identified related to the 

practicalities of recording data for later transcription. Abigail and Jessica also 

reported finding the process of conducting interviews more complex than they first 

thought; in both cases a lack of prior experience led to the perception of uncertainty:

Jessica: Umm. I didn't have any experience in doing interviews and it was all

very weird. You did-did very much just kind of get on with it. It’s just kind of 

well… am I doing this right? Is this how you're supposed to do it?

Likewise, Sally found the realities of data collection within the clinical 

environment to be problematic. When asked what stood out about her experience 

she replied:

Sally: […] but the most difficult thing was doing things in practice. So for 

example, you’d… people would agree to be interviewed and, umm, at the 

time there were some filming going on…  the BBC were in filming, so 

somebody had to go and do that filming or somebody who you are going to 

91



interview, umm, their patient had… had an arrest so you couldn’t do it. Or if 

there was something going on the ward, or they’d had a bereavement you 

know in (unit name) these things happen.

For some, data analysis was perceived as particularly complex and problematic. 

Kate expressed surprise at the amount of information she gained through only two 

focus groups, and Emily, Ruby and Liz all reported experiencing difficulty in 

completing a statistical analysis of their data. Liz explained her difficulty in relation to

accessing support:

Liz: [...] The-the part I found hardest I guess was the analysis. The statistics. 

Umm. A lot of people at the start just said “oh, just go to the research 

department at the hospital and they will help you”. Well our research 

department has been decimated, and there is no SPSS facilities here, and 

they are all now contracted out to (town name), so there was no-one I could 

access. Umm. And I have got two very good friends who live next door to us,

who did PhDs some years ago in physiology, and said the stats department 

at the university did all their stats for them, they just had to analyse them. So

they said “we are really sorry but we can’t help you, you’ve actually done 

more for your master’s than we did for a PhD”. Which… that’s the thing I 

found most stressful and um… I tried to access help at the university, which 

initially wasn’t forthcoming. I just felt adrift.

3.2.3.2 Managing the complexities of implementing a research 
plan
A common response to the complexities perceived during the implementation of a 

research plan was to treat each complexity experienced as a problem that needed 

to be managed or solved. As such, participants engaged in various mechanisms for 

managing problems, including: utilising professional awareness, adapting the 

approach used, and accepting necessary limitations. 

Professional awareness represented a fundamental mechanism that was used 

by participants when attempting to manage the complexities of research 

implementation. Indeed, professional awareness can be argued to underpin all other

mechanisms utilised. 

To illustrate, consider the following example from Sally:
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Sally: […] One person wanted to be interviewed while… umm, I’ve just 

remembered this… while she was looking after a patient, because she had 

agreed to be interviewed at 8 o’clock the night before or whatever, and I said

I had no problem with that, in fact it fitted me in because I finished work 

about six or whatever… And I went in and something had happened on the 

ward, and her patient was totally stable, it was a baby, totally stable, and she

said she’d like… would I mind interviewing her in the room. And I thought 

ethically I didn’t want to interview her in the room because I thought was that

taking the attention away from the child. But no, being an intensive care 

nurse, the child was being weaned, was on two hourly obs, and you know, 

on… on intensive care you'd do hourly or whatever… you’re on continuous 

aren’t you? So I knew it was okay. But I… ethically I felt that because she 

had made such an effort, I was still willing to do it, I did do it there because 

I’m intensive care, I was too busy looking at the monitor thinking imagine if 

something happen now and I have done this, but I did it because she… she 

had really wanted to be in it.

In this example Sally has identified a complex problem during her data 

collection: an ethical dilemma in relation to her potential impact as a professional 

practising research within a clinical setting. Utilising her prior experience of being a 

paediatric intensive care nurse, Sally shows that she attempted to weigh up the 

professional risks involved, and used her professional judgement to determine how 

she should act. In short: she became aware of how to respond to an unprecedented 

situation by incorporating her actions as a researcher within her personal 

professional practice (see Section 4.2.4, p. 131). Note that her professional 

judgement is framed as an ethical decision based solely on her interpretation of the 

possible clinical repercussions of doing the interview. It is possible to hypothesise 

that had Sally gone through a formal process for ethical approval, she may have 

interpreted the situation differently and decided against undertaking the interview.   

A second mechanism employed to manage complexities perceived during the 

implementation phase of the project was that of adaption: the participant making 

either relatively subtle changes to their method of implementation for a specific 

aspect of their research practice, or substantial modifications to their research plan. 

In describing how he made relatively minor adjustments to his approach to 

facilitating focus group interviews, Peter demonstrates how his experience has led 

to adaption:
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Peter (I1): […] you do actually alter things as you go along, in that you have 

to react. So the first focus group transcribed and then realised… learned 

from that, altered techniques and prompts and things. And hopefully by the 

third and last focus group it… it had improved and I was learning and I got 

more out of that focus group maybe than I had the previous two. 

On a larger scale Felicity and Emily made significant adaptations to their 

research plans when they realised that practice colleagues were not recruiting 

participants to the study as they had initially planned. This led both to attempt to 

recruit as many participants as possible themselves, whilst simultaneously coping 

with numerous other commitments. Emily succinctly described her method of 

adaption: "I became a one-man band". 

A final mechanism utilised by participants when problem solving was to accept 

some complexities as being beyond their ability to correct or control, and to 

therefore compromise the standard of the work produced. To further the previous 

example, both Felicity and Emily ultimately described how they had to accept 

sample sizes that were far smaller than those they had originally planned for. 

Similarly, Oliver described how he adopted an attitude of "well shit happens" when 

his attempts at data collection were influenced by two recruits to his study failing to 

participate as agreed. In both examples the participants concerned compromised by

accepting the problem as a limitation of the research undertaken.

3.2.4 Networking for support
'Networking for support' relates to a process of social interaction (purposive or 

incidental) that results in the attempted recruitment of allies from existing or new 

social contacts. Support is sought through a myriad of possible sources and with a 

variety of motivations, all of which are unified in relating to participants seeking 

support in the completion of their research project. 

Support types can be categorised into a simple typology of educational, 

professional and social categories. Key mechanisms related to the networking of 

support include those actions whereby participants attempt to obtain support 

through an agreement with a particular ally (e.g. negotiation), and then to maintain 

the supportive relationship. Participants are motivated in their attempts to network 

for support by a desire to access resources such as expertise and time to study; to 

gain practical or emotional support as a consequence of adjusting to the demands of

practising research; to share experiences of research practice in order to monitor 
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progress or problem solve; and in response to a perceived professional requirement.

Finally, networking for support can have numerous potential consequences 

including finding support, wanting more from the allies involved, and feeling isolated 

when support either partially or completely fails to meet their requirements.

3.2.4.1 Who is involved when participants are 'Networking for 

support'?

The data clearly indicate that master’s research was not undertaken in isolation. 

Participants seek allies from a variety of sources, and for a variety of reasons. To 

help explore the range of allies being sought the interview transcripts were 

examined for references made to third parties (other individuals or organisations). 

These were then grouped thematically to form a typology of third party references. 

Mapping of participant interviews was stopped when descriptive saturation was 

reached (the point at which no new data contributed to the developing typology of 

support categories; 15 transcripts). Three category types were identified within the 

typology: social, professional and educational (see Table 3.1). Appendix 5 illustrates

the typology in relation to networking for support, flagging in red references that 

participants indicated to be allies. 

3.2.4.2 'Networking for support' – How?
The process of 'Networking for support' was centralised around actions that are 

intended to recruit allies. An ally is defined as any individual who the participant 

identifies as being willing to provide support. Actions for recruiting allies may be 

classified as either purposive or incidental, and may relate to a participant’s attempt 

to utilise or expand their existing social network. Common mechanisms for 

'Networking for support' include 'Agreeing support' and 'Attending to relationships'.
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Table 3.1: A typology of social references

Typology category
Referring

participants
Definition

Professional All participants

The professional category of the typology indicates references to those third parties who were connected to 
the participant’s existing professional status or role. These range from individuals working within the 
participant’s immediate clinical area, to external agencies such as the NHS-REC or the Strategic Health 
Authority (SHA).

Educational All participants

The educational category relates to references to third parties whose connection to the participant was in 
some way related to their educational programme. In regards to seeking support participants often referred 
to their peers8, their supervisor or other academics (e.g. past lecturers, module leaders and those involved in
the University’s research ethics committee).

Social
Felicity, Emily, Ruby,
Abigail, Peter, Lily,

Grace & Sally

The social category type relates to references that connected to the participant’s social relationships outside 
work or education. In regards to seeking support references to immediate family members are common in 
this category group, and in particular, references to partners. Several participants indicate a broader social 
circle as being accessed for support (e.g. friends and extended family). 

8

 Note: some participants refer to fellow students as colleagues. For the sake of clarity in the nomenclature used within this analysis the term "peer" is used to 
describe the other students that participants refer to within the interview transcripts. The term "colleague" is used when participants make reference to another
clinician within their practice setting. In order to maintain accuracy of data reporting these terms are left unchanged within the data extracts provided.
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3.2.4.2.1 Purposive and incidental networking actions
Networking actions were most often used deliberately in an attempt to seek out and 

make use of support from others. These actions are classified as purposive 

networking actions. The data indicated numerous examples of participants 

attempting to utilise purposive networking actions in response to a wide range of 

support needs and across differing network categories. 

Networking for support was also an incidental by-product of an everyday social 

event. For example, Abigail, Peter and Holly each described how they inadvertently 

found support in preparing their application for NHS-REC when they responded to 

their Trust's requirement to notify the R&D departments of their plans to do 

research. It is interesting to note that when each of the participants realised that 

R&D was useful, they moved to purposive networking in order to make continued 

use of the support. 

3.2.4.2.2 Using and expanding existing social networks 
An alternative form of classifying the actions participants use when 'Networking for 

support' is to categorise their actions into attempts to develop or expand their 

existing social networks. 

Participants often described prior relationships as being advantageous when 

attempting to recruit allies. However, this was not always the case. If the existing 

relationship was poor a supportive alliance was unlikely to result. Indeed, in the 

narratives of several participants the consequences of having a poor relationship 

with someone in their existing professional network proved to hinder progress rather

than support it (notably those of Emily, Sophie, Ruby and Sally). Participants talked 

of “professional jealousy” (Ruby) and “bullying” (Emily). 

Participants continuously looked to broaden their social network when seeking 

support by recruiting new allies. This involved finding time for networking activities 

such as getting to know the peer group they were working with, or following up on 

referrals made from existing allies. In the cases where supervisors were unknown to

participants at the outset of their dissertation module, supervision represented an 

additional opportunity for participants to expand their social network. Given the 

prominence of supervision within the interview transcripts, this aspect of expanding 

social networks will be briefly considered in more depth.

It is reasonable to argue that learners are expected by the University to access 

and make use of supervision. In short: that one reason participants purposively seek
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to foster supervisory relationships is because they perceive that they are expected 

to. This reinforces the notion that participants seek professional credibility by 

conforming to ‘Legitimised processes’ (see Section 4.2.3.4, p. 126). To illustrate 

further: participants usually access supervisory support when preparing an ethics 

application. Such applications often require as a minimum the signature of the 

academic supervisor, and in the case of NHS Ethics can require the academic 

supervisor to be named as the principal investigator (as stated by Felicity, Emily and

Abigail). Such a requirement was perceived by participants as a professional 

obligation to seek supervision. 

However, it is important to recognise that more pressing motivations for 'Seeking

supervision' may also be at play. Specifically, participants described that they 

perceived the need for support, guidance and reassurance from the university as an 

attempt to ensure that they didn’t fail. 

3.2.4.2.3 Agreeing support
Agreeing support was one of two inter-related mechanisms utilised by participants 

when 'Networking for support'. The mechanism of agreeing support may involve 

assertive action (e.g. participants being told or stating the terms of the support to be 

provided), or negotiated action (e.g. both parties discussing the support to be 

provided in order to reach agreement). 

Assertive action requires the exercise of power. Given allies have the perceived 

power to withhold or provide support, assertive action was most commonly 

represented as being initiated by the ally. For example, those participants 

undertaking a secondment to a funded master’s programme were often informed of 

the terms of the support at the time of their application. Typically, arrangements 

involved support related to funding, time off and access to various learning 

resources. Jessica represents a typical example: when offered her employers’ 

support to undertake her dissertation module, she was informed by her employer 

that they would finance the course fees, but that she would be expected to do the 

work in her own time. 

Supervisors may also demonstrate assertive action when stipulating the terms 

by which they are willing to provide support. This may relate to the number and type 

of drafts to be read (Sally), or the conditions for keeping in contact (various 

participants):
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Jessica: [...] And I think was laid down at the beginning that ‘if you want to 

see me just e-mail me, pick up the phone and we will arrange a time.’

Negotiated action was used to discuss and agree the terms of support being 

provided, rather than using power to impose conditions (as was the case with 

assertive actions). Both participants and allies instigate negotiated actions, however 

the motive differs depending on the agent initiating the negotiation. To expand: 

when participants instigate the negotiation, the motive was always related to a 

purposive need to secure support. Examples include: negotiations to extend funding

(Felicity and Emily) or employment contracts (Oliver), family support (various), 

participation in the research (various), and resources, especially time. In contrast, 

when allies instigate negotiations the motives may include: clarification of their 

expectations of the learner as a consequence of the support provided, consideration

of how the request for support may fit with the operations of the wider service, terms

of supervision, and time. Note, however, in each instance the ultimate purpose was 

to clarify the terms of the support being provided. 

3.2.4.2.4 Attending to relationships
The second mechanism employed by participants for the purpose of 'Networking for 

support' was to attempt to actively attend to their relationship with specific allies. 

This mechanism overlaps to some extent with that of 'Agreeing support' in that 

negotiation was employed as a mechanism to simultaneously agree support and 

attend to the needs of the ally being recruited. In short, participants often respect 

relationships with allies as being somehow reciprocal in nature, and perceive a need

to both “give and take” (Abigail, I1). For some, reciprocity is a feature of a perceived 

need to demonstrate professional legitimacy when working with particular allies. 

Case examples include when recruiting and collecting data from research 

participants (e.g. Felicity, Emily and Grace), and when working with supervision (e.g.

Abigail and Peter).

'Give & take' is an in vivo concept that relates to the participants’ recognition of a

need to develop relationships based on mutual respect and reciprocity, regardless of

the typology of support category. For instance, Abigail indicates that the relationship 

she had with her clinical colleagues was based on mutual professional respect 

earned through "give and take":
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Abigail (I1): […] generally I would always have my workload. I would never 

really turn anything away. I would always keep hold of it. And I would do it in 

the allocated time, but if I couldn't I would always have the opportunity to say

“and I can't do this can you take it… or can someone take this". Because 

other people did it. It's all about being open and honest. And so other people

are like “I'm really stuck… I've got this massive child protection conference 

to do. Can someone take a couple of my births or do a clinic or whatever?" 

And people would. Because, like as I say, it's give and take.

Suggested within Abigail’s description is her perception of implied professional 

norms: specifically, that team members should pull their weight and only request 

help in relation to their workload when absolutely necessary, and secondly, that 

when support was provided (the give) it should be in some way compensated for 

when others require similar support (the take). The concept was further explored in 

Abigail’s follow-up interview. Here she identified that her attempts to compensate for

the support provided were not just born from a willingness to repay the favour 

shown, but from a concern of being perceived by others as "not pulling my weight" 

(Abigail, I2). In so doing she indicates a connection to the processes of 

"Demonstrating professional legitimacy" in that she wants to demonstrate her 

adherence to the perceived norm, and "Seeking professional credibility" in that she 

perceives herself as a fully functioning and credible professional who does not 

require to be carried by her peers (see Section 4.2.3, p. 123). 

3.2.4.3 'Networking for support' – Why? 
In relation to their research projects, participants may network with others for a 

variety of interrelated reasons. These include: to access resources such as 

expertise and time to study; to gain practical or emotional support; to share 

experiences in order to monitor progress or problem solve; and finally, in response 

to a perceived professional requirement. In addition, data analysis indicates that 

participants network as part of their normal social functioning, albeit this is beyond 

the substantive boundary of this project to explore. Note: motivations for networking 

in relation to conducting a research project are not mutually exclusive, but rather 

interrelated. Thus participants may network with others to solve a practical problem 

by accessing specific expertise and simultaneously to meet a perceived professional

requirement (e.g. networking with R&D or seeking supervision). In addition, 

participants may access numerous different networks for support in relation to a 
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single problem. For example, both social and professional networks are accessed in

order to seek support in readying an ethics application. 

3.2.4.3.1 Networking to access resources & expertise
As participants engage in their research projects, they can become aware of the 

need to access specific resources to enable them to progress (see Section 3.2.5 

below). The specific resources needed may vary between participants, but two 

common categories are the need to access expertise, and the need for time. 

Numerous participants identify attempts to access expertise of one form or 

another in relation to their research module. In this context ‘expertise’ is defined as 

someone with more knowledge and experience than the participant in relation to a 

specific aspect of research. The source of the support can differ, as can the precise 

nature of the expertise being sought, although it usually related to a form of practical

guidance. For example, most participants indicated networking with various experts 

in order to prepare their ethics application. 

The range of experts commonly accessed included: supervisors, members of the

ethics committee, the research module leader, other lecturers, administrators (both 

university and NHS based), Trust R&D representatives, colleagues and, on 

occasions, peers who had completed the process. Furthermore, participants 

demonstrate persistence in their attempts to network for expertise, often moving 

from one potential source to another, should an initial source not prove as helpful as

anticipated. To illustrate, Liz demonstrates how she attempted to find support from 

various experts in an (unsuccessful) attempt to find the support required: 

Liz: Umm, We’d been given umm, con… some contact numbers of people 

who to contact if we needed help. This is in the early stages. And I emailed 

those people, who emailed back and said “more than happy to have a look 

at it, you do all the stats and I’ll look”. But I’d email back and say “I’m-I’m not 

at that yet. I need someone to say you are on the right track. Yes, you are 

choosing the right tests. Yes your data is parametric.” “Well without seeing 

your data I can’t really make those decisions, what I suggest is run the first 

analysis and then I’ll look”. And I couldn’t get past that. And people, even 

external friends in other universities. I said, “could have a look at this… am I 

on the right track here”, “oh, I don’t know I’d have to check”. And, I was 

astonished that people who - not just at (University 3) but people who - for 

example one of my friends, umm, is a sports scientist, and publishes 
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research all the time, but couldn’t tell me whether my data was parametric or

not. And I am thinking this is meant to be basic why can’t you (in an almost 

whisper) tell me. And I thought, right you are just going to have to do 

yourself. And then, as I was ploughing through it, I then found out that there 

had been a statistician taken on at (University 3), umm, to assist people 

doing quantitative, but by then I had already…

Time represents another resource that often motivates participants to network 

for support. Studying for a master’s degree requires a substantial investment of 

personal time, and as a consequence time was perceived as a highly valued 

resource. Networking for support in relation to the “giving” (various) of time can be 

identified within each of the categories of network accessed by participants, and 

may represent a major threat to participants’ chances of completion. To illustrate, 

Jessica attempted to negotiate with her supervisor for more time to complete her 

research dissertation when the birth of her child became imminent. Sadly, the 

extension granted failed to meet her expectations:

Jessica: […] And I remember thinking what am I doing? And there are 

pictures of me lying on my side breastfeeding with the laptop beside me… 

right and I'm thinking, “I asked for an extension… right…” Mitigating 

circumstances… I thought having a baby would be quite good… two weeks I

got. I was expecting at least a month. Two weeks. Fair enough? What do 

you have to do these days to get mitigating circumstances? (Both begin to 

laugh.)

3.2.4.3.2 Networking to gain emotional & practical support
There are multiple examples of participants networking for emotional support from 

across the different support categories, although social and educational categories 

are most prominent within the data (the latter associated most commonly with peer 

support). The type of emotional support provided can also vary significantly. To 

demonstrate, Abigail recounted seeking emotional support when feeling upset after 

having her initial ethics application rejected. In contrast Emily sought both emotional 

and practical support from her parents when she felt as if she "couldn't take it any 

more". Her parents agreed to travel a significant distance to help her with her 

housework.
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Practical support can take numerous forms, but is distinguished by the fact that 

the support provided relates to a form of direct action that was taken on behalf of the

participant. Such support may relate directly to the practice of research; for example,

Felicity and Emily both sought practical support from clinical colleagues in their 

planned recruitment strategies. However, it may also relate to actions that are not 

primarily connected to the practice of research, but allow participants more 

opportunity/time to concentrate on their research. For example, Sophie hoped for 

practical support from her workplace in the form of time off to complete her ethics 

application. 

3.2.4.3.3 Networking with peers
Participants share learning experiences with peers in order to compare progress 

and problem solve. In so doing they compare and contrast their conduct with that of 

others within their social group. This was used as a mechanism for identifying and 

constructing conceptualisations of what constitutes acceptable professional conduct 

in the context of undertaking research; a form of social (professional) norm. In this 

way a connection is forged between the notions of social learning and professional 

ontology theory (see Section 4.2.4, p. 131). To illustrate, Alice indicates that peer 

support in the form of advice giving was an accepted behaviour within her peer 

group. Similarly, withholding practical support was perceived as being appropriate 

conduct. Thus whilst it was professionally acceptable to advise a peer, it wasn’t 

acceptable to do the work for them. 

3.2.4.3.4 Networking in response to a professional requirement
For some the need to network with particular agencies was perceived as a formal 

pre-requisite of conducting research. Several participants (Ruby, Abigail, Jessica, 

Peter) indicated that they were formally required to liaise with the R&D department 

of their Trust in order to implement their research project. 

3.2.4.4 Consequences of ‘Networking for support’?
Networking for support can have numerous potential consequences. These include 

finding support, ‘Wanting more’ from the allies involved, and feeling isolated when 

support either partially or fully fails to meet the level anticipated.

Participants describe finding support from all the category types described within

the typology above, reporting that they at times experienced being reassured, 

guided and protected by various allies. This indicates that, at least some of the time,
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participants do find the support needed. Furthermore, participants indicate gratitude 

to those providing support. 

'Wanting more' relates the frustration expressed by participants when they 

perceive an ally as failing to meet their expectations for support. Whilst participants 

may ‘Want more’ from allies across the various networking category types, ‘Wanting

more back’ (Abigail, I1), an in vivo code related to ‘Working with supervision’, 

exemplifies the concept particularly well. Analysis points to several recurrent themes

as to why participants expressed that they wanted more back from their supervisory 

relationship. These included: limited contact with the supervisor (e.g. access, 

timeliness, scope), the relationship being too formal, the perception of taking too low

a priority in terms of the supervisor’s workload, and finally not being given adequate 

guidance in relation to the various procedures involved in research practice. 

Many participants described a perception of isolation when undertaking their 

research dissertation. For some, the isolation related to differences perceived from 

past educational experiences (various participants). Research dissertations are 

typically an individual endeavour, completed alone, where learners are supervised 

as opposed to taught. The module usually lasts for most of the academic year and 

there are few, if any, classes available in this period. This represents a stark 

contrast to their previous educational experiences on a master’s taught programme. 

For example:

Adam: … but you still had a sense of isolation?

Amelia: I suppose I ended up in that second year feeling, because the first 

year had been pretty intense in terms of very frequent attendance at 

University, very taught, several pieces of work…

Perceptions of isolation may heighten should participants feel in some way 

unsupported by the university. For example, Holly describes how she became 

isolated from her project when her attempts to communicate with her supervisor 

failed: 

Holly: I suppose it was because that I was carrying on, carrying on, carrying 

on, and not really knowing if I–if it was on the right lines, as I say.

 

'Feeling unsupported in practice' was also a cause of participants experiencing a

sense of isolation. For several participants this was connected to their awareness of 
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doing something new within the practice setting. These participants (Felicity, Ruby, 

Abigail, Jessica, Lily, Sally, Alice) knew of few colleagues, if anyone, who had 

undertaken master’s level research. Consequently, participants occasionally 

expressed the opinion that practice colleagues were unable to fully understand their 

support needs. Felicity states:

Felicity: [...] I don't think anybody understood why and what we were doing, 

but they knew we had to do this as part of the course.

Sophie describes some of her practice colleagues as being unconcerned with 

her support needs, leaving her with the feeling that she should fend for herself. 

Similarly, Bobby suggests that some managers in clinical practice perhaps see 

studying without being given time as a 'Rite of passage':

Bobby: [...] I think if they have done it, they think well I had to go down that 

horrible, horrible route of never having any social life, staying up till 1:30, if I 

did it so should he.

3.2.5 Managing precious resources
Managing precious resources is a process whereby participants attempt to 

continually monitor the resources that they have available, and estimate the 

resources needed for any given commitment. Where a potential deficit exists 

between resources available and resources needed, participants act strategically to 

manage the resources they have. The continual nature of this process means that 

any given commitment may be assessed and re-assessed repeatedly, and a variety 

of mechanisms for managing resources may be employed. Note: this process 

contributes to calculations of cost versus benefit in terms of their investment in 

learning (see Section 4.2.3.6, p. 128). 

The data illustrate this strategic process and its on-going management in several

ways. First, several participants indicated that they factored in their estimate of 

resource requirements for a given research project at the time of choosing their 

topic. Second, participants actively seek resources in order to enable their studying. 

These may include a place to study, time, and the support of allies. Third, they 

utilise a range of actions in an attempt to manage their time, including practising 

workload planning and prioritisation. And fourth, when participants determine 

resource demands are too high, they may opt to accept a compromise of some sort.
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3.2.5.1 Estimating the resources needed for research practice
Several participants discussed how they attempted to estimate the resources 

needed to complete the research element of their master’s degree prior to deciding 

on a topic to study. In so doing, the participants demonstrated the adoption of a 

strategic approach to their research. This was illustrated by Ruby who describes 

factoring in the financial burden of her research project before making a commitment

to a specific project idea. Similarly, Peter describes how he was advised regarding 

the scale of his proposed research project before he finalised his research topic. 

Finally, Sophie opted to change her research methodology in consequence of her 

perception that she didn’t have sufficient time to conduct her initial plan involving 

interviews. 

3.2.5.2 Seeking resources to enable study
Participants attempted to find resources that they could utilise to help them progress

their studies. To illustrate: Lily considered herself lucky to have a bedroom that she 

used as a dedicated place to study. This was a space she felt protective over and 

wasn’t willing to share:

Lily: [...] I'm upstairs in my… I have… I have a dedicated study, I am very 

lucky, it is a massive bedroom, I have a dedicated study… no one is allowed

to touch anything in it.

Similarly, participants look to find time to study and often network for support in 

the process. Examples include Felicity, Emily and Oliver who all needed to negotiate

an extension to their contract to allow them time in which to complete their studies. 

Allies can come to represent valuable resources in their own right, with 

participants often recognising that allies have a finite capacity for support. A typical 

example was when participants recognised that their supervisor’s time was limited. 

This was well illustrated by Peter:

Peter: I suppose with your supervisor it’s obviously… you know you are 

having a regular meeting with them, umm, and they’re, you know, dedicating

precious time of their own, because they have lots of (unintelligible word). 

Umm. It’s, you know, making sure if you know you say you are going to 

come back in two weeks’ time and meet and you’ll look at you know this is in

the meantime. That you do…you come back and you know, you… you have 
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done what you said you were going to do. So… so that there is some… you 

know you are not wasting their time.

3.2.5.3 Time management
For many participants the research dissertation module’s emphasis on 

independently practising research, combined with its yearlong duration, helped to 

distinguish the learning experience from others previously experienced. This 

emphasised a need for participants to be more "self-disciplined" (Abigail, I1). The 

duration of the module in particular led some participants into a false sense of 

security: 

Liz: […] The first thing for me was self-discipline, doing the dissertation, 

because you’ve got this whole 12 months and you think “oh! What a doddle.”

And it isn’t, because to keep on track you have got to deliver constantly. So I

think that was the first wake-up call. You kind of think you’ve got a little bit of 

time to begin with, while your ethics is going through, but then you think 

actually, if that ethics hasn’t gone through I can’t start data collection until six

weeks after, and I thought “ oh my gosh that is taking me into… Ooo!” So 

you’ve really got to reign it back in and so your time management I think is 

one of the things you’ve really got to get on top of early on.

All participants perceive the need to actively manage their time, however the 

degree of difficulty experienced by participants in relation to time management was 

somewhat dependent on the amount of time they have available to study. In this 

regard, those undertaking a seconded master’s degree, where their employer has 

agreed to provide both finance and time (Felicity, Emily, Peter, Oliver, Liz), are at a 

distinct advantage when compared to those who are either funded without the 

provision of time (Jessica), or those who are self-funding (Ruby and Sophie). 

Participants evidenced a range of techniques in order to strategically manage 

their time. These can be classified into mechanisms associated with planning or 

prioritisation. Planning relates to "thinking miles ahead" (Sophie) about the 

commitments faced and the resources that will be needed to meet them. 

Prioritisation relates to the sequencing of actions in response to conflicting 

commitments. 
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3.2.5.3.1 Planning 
In terms of planning for time management, several participants illustrated how they 

planned their days in advance to allow for an opportunity to study: Abigail describes 

how she would plan to either go to the office early or stay late in order to work on 

her project. Felicity and Alice planned their days taking into account family 

commitments in order to facilitate time to study late into the evening:

Alice: [...] I did a lot of my research from midnight or 11 o'clock until about 

two o'clock in the morning. Umm. When the children have gone to bed, when

my husband was in bed, and in that time we didn't have a separate study, so

you know and it was all happening there and then.

Evidence of time management within strategic planning was also apparent. For 

example, Abigail described how she occasionally would “accumulate” her protected 

study leave to enable her to take more time off when it was most needed.

3.2.5.3.2 Prioritisation
Participants recognised the need to prioritise workload as a consequence of 

"juggling" (Sophie) multiple commitments at any one time. Methods of prioritisation 

used included: breaking down a complex task into smaller units; the use of logical 

sequencing of units of study; and the use of deadlines to define finite parameters for

a particular unit of study. Dividing workload into constituent elements was a common

mechanism employed by participants when breaking down the complexities of 

undertaking a research dissertation into manageable units. Abigail described this 

process as the setting of "milestones" throughout the ‘journey’ of her research 

dissertation (see Section 4.2.2, p.117). The units of study can be broad or very 

specific: for example, most participants dismantled the whole of the research 

process to logical units of practice such as ethical approval, data collection, 

analysis, and the eventual writing up. However, others went even further; for 

example, Oliver and Kate both described how they set targets for the number of 

words they wanted to write each day:

Kate: [...] so I have to gauge, you know, think right now I've got to do this, 

I've got to do 1000… aim for 1000 words a day. Okay if I don't quite get 

there but that is my aim.
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3.2.5.4 Recognising the need for compromise
In order to manage precious resources participants occasionally opted for, or were 

forced to accept, compromise. The need for compromise resulted from a perceived 

imbalance between resources available and those thought necessary, either in 

relation to any single commitment or a group of commitments. In short, compromise 

resulted from a participant’s perception that "something [had] to give" (Sophie). Thus

compromise often represented something added to the cost of the learning 

investment being made. Various examples of compromise are evident within the 

data set. These include academic compromise (e.g. standards of performance), time

with family, and perhaps most worryingly, self-care. Felicity illustrates this latter type 

in describing how she on occasions opted not to get dressed or brush her teeth until 

after she had done some work:

Felicity: [...] Like say I didn't get dressed some days, you know I'd and clean 

my teeth at three o'clock which is minging. You know it is minging. But that's 

how I got by ... umm....

In other examples the adjustments led to a broader sense of compromise in 

relation to self-care: Liz describes her research as "all consuming"; Felicity 

describes to others her sense of not having a life, and Sophie states "I feel like I 

have quite lost my sense of umm personality." Research as a form of practice was 

clearly not cost-neutral for these participants (see Section 4.2.3.6, p. 128)

3.2.6 Putting learning into practice
'Putting learning into practice' represents actions whereby the participants sought to 

apply knowledge and learning, gained as a consequence of engaging with their 

master’s research, to some aspect of their professional practice. It is worth noting 

that the data indicate that 'putting learning into practice' was not limited to the 

experience of undertaking research, but rather had an accepted professional value 

related to on-going professional development. Given this is beyond the substantive 

scope of this thesis, it was not explored beyond the boundaries of undertaking 

master’s research. 

Participants are motivated to ‘Put learning into practice’ for a variety of reasons. 

However, these can be distilled into three categories: responding to a professional 

obligation for professional development, seeking professional credibility and 

maintaining motivation. Similarly, analysis indicates two mechanisms for 'Putting 

109



learning into practice': using learning to inform personal practice and disseminating 

learning.

3.2.6.1 Motivations for 'Putting learning into practice'?
Emily and Peter both described a sense of professional obligation towards 

professional development (representing an accepted professional value). This acts 

as a stimulus for them to try to put whatever they have gained from their learning 

experience into practice. Emily in describing her research findings states:

Emily: [...] Well I know I've got to develop that [practice intervention] and I've 

spoken to the professional lead for the ward, umm, who is one of the 

Advanced Midwifery Practitioners and we are going to develop that further. 

But it's been added onto the, err, early warning scores…umm, the pain 

score, so that's an improvement already. You know? I think in clinical 

practice I… I've got an obligation to do that. Following the research study.

Whilst other participants do not make a direct reference to the word 'obligation', 

my analysis reveals that they perceive and respond to various forms of professional 

obligation in relation to practice development. For instance, Sophie recognises a 

connection between her professional body and a requirement to use "up-to-date 

knowledge" as a practitioner. Here the professional obligation relates to an agency 

of perceived authority (the NMC). In contrast, others recognise professional 

obligation in the form of accepted professional values. For example, Ruby, in 

common with several participants, emphasised the concept of evidence-based 

practice as a professional value. Indeed, for Ruby this was of central importance in 

her selecting her research topic. When asked why, she linked the concept of 

evidence-based practice to her perceived obligation to be a knowledgeable 

practitioner (for the sake of her patients), observing that through a focus on 

evidence based practice: “We could evaluate our practice”.

Participants evidence that they attempt to 'Put learning into practice' throughout 

their master’s studies as a way of seeking professional credibility (see also Section 

4.2.3, p. 123). This was highlighted earlier in relation to how participants decided on 

a topic to research (see Section 3.2.1.1, p. 78). In particular, participants attempt to 

ensure that the research will be of value to them as a professional and not merely 

an academic exercise. To illustrate: Grace describes not wanting to do "something 
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that was completely irrelevant" to her practice, and Holly states that she wanted to 

do something “that felt real to me”. 

The desire to use the dissertation research project to influence change in 

practice was common to all the participants. For example, Peter talks of wanting to 

gain 'Added value' (Peter, I1) from his dissertation project by aligning the topic of his

research to a practice problem he had identified; effectively attempting to utilise the 

dissertation as a practice tool, rather than limiting the experience to a purely 

academic exercise and reducing its potential value. Similarly, Holly sought to 

demonstrate the credibility of the service that she was responsible for by focusing 

her dissertation on her team’s perceptions of their role in sexual health, thereby 

securing future commissioning for the service. 

Several participants linked putting learning into practice with their motivation to 

learn, identifying that learning that was readily applicable to their practice 

represented a motivational incentive, whereas learning for academic credit alone 

was often de-motivating. Peter illustrates this well, describing how he became 

increasingly motivated to complete his research as he began to identify how the 

results could be applied to practice:

Peter (I1): [...] I guess also at that stage, umm, once I got into it and I could 

see what was coming out of the research itself, umm, it would have been a 

great shame to… to just not finish it. Umm. Because I felt like, you know, 

there was going to be benefits from it, umm, for the hospital and for the 

patients. Umm. So you know that kept me motivated.

3.2.6.2 Using learning to inform personal professional practice
Numerous participants (Felicity, Emily, Abigail, Peter, Holly, Sally, Amelia and Alice) 

referred to gaining confidence in practice as a consequence of experiencing 

master’s research. In particular, Felicity and Liz described how they felt 

"empowered" as a consequence of completing their research. For Felicity this 

empowerment clearly related to her practice; transforming her self-perception of 

being merely a "figurehead" within her department, to someone who "can make a 

difference" by instigating change. Similarly, Liz describes her experience as having 

a surprising impact on her attitude towards research:

Liz: [...] Research was something I’d always, if I am honest, shied away 

from. That’s not for me, that’s for them I just need to do bits I need to do to 
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get through whatever I am doing now. Umm. And, I actually (stifles a small 

laugh) I feel like I am member of an exclusive club now. I was always 

outside, not let in. And now I’m in, and I think, “I know what all the fuss was 

about now”. And from… from saying to people “oh, I don’t like research. Oo, 

I could never do that”, I really enjoyed it. Because I understand it now. I 

understand the terminology. I wouldn’t shy away from it. I would feel 

perfectly confident at starting up another piece of research. I never thought I 

would hear myself saying that.

In the quote above, Liz can be argued to have integrated research into her 

repertoire of professional skills. In short, she has assimilated research into her 

existing construction of ‘professional Being’.

Others participants shared a similar interest in becoming involved in more 

research, however some were unclear on how they could realise their continued 

involvement. For example, when asked whether she would consider doing any 

research in her current role, Emily states:

Emily: I don't know quite how I would. Umm. Because there are two 

midwives in post anyway with research. Umm. So I don't think there would 

be another opportunity, but… Within our division. Umm. For me personally, I 

would like to, umm, but it's just (unintelligible word) isn't it? I don't know. I 

don't know to think. Its pressure, pressure, pressure isn't it? Research. It 

having the time to do it when you're working full-time. Because I wouldn’t be 

given the time to do it now. Umm. And I've got a family who (short laugh) 

supported me, that it has been very difficult for them because (the rest of the

sentence is unintelligible). And my husband is very good but I don't know 

how tolerant he would be if I was doing anything very quickly. You know I 

have to support him as well.

Whilst not undertaking further research, both Amelia and Hayley describe how 

the skills learned during the process of conducting the research module have been 

useful in subsequent practice-based projects. Amelia describes that the experience 

of undertaking qualitative research had enabled her to feel more confident in 

undertaking a role in service evaluations and audits:

Amelia: Umm. So I've never done any qualitative research in the way in the 

way that I did when I did my masters, but certainly umm that kind of service 

112



evaluation that I would then use umm to make changes to service delivery 

have been a feature of my work ever since… and again, I think it just maybe 

equips you with a, a means by which you can think about those things may 

be a bit more confidently than you would have otherwise have done.

3.2.6.3 Disseminating learning
Most of the participants who had completed their research could identify findings 

that they believed to have potential significance or meaning for practice. In the 

majority of cases those involved made some attempt to disseminate these findings 

to others. For example, Felicity, Emily, Ruby, Hayley, Peter, Amelia, Alice and Liz all

evidenced attempts at disseminating findings to colleagues. In the case of Peter, 

who opted to formally present his findings at a managers’ meeting, this came to 

represent a symbolic closure to the project, a point of handing over responsibility for 

the implementation of his findings (see Section 4.2.2, p. 117). In direct contrast, 

Felicity wanted to retain a level of on-going involvement in the application of her 

research findings:

Felicity: I feel good but I want to put it into practice. So… umm... I spoke to 

(head of midwifery) and she said there will be a mode of delivery clinic. In 

my appraisal form, aspiration form that was just completed, I put but I would 

like to be part of that. Umm. Because I feel like I've got an insight.

Felicity’s attempt to retain involvement represents her attempt to gain on-going 

credibility from her learning experience; a method to retain a sense of meaning from 

her efforts following the loss of the professional role she had anticipated.

By publicly demonstrating research that relates to practice, participants can 

experience an increase in their perception of ‘Being’ professionally credible. For 

example, Emily illustrates how she believes she has gained an increased sense of 

professional “credence” from others as a consequence of her studies:

Emily: [...] And… on a professional level I think I've, you know, well I do 

know that (slight pause) supervisors in practice are really impressed with 

what I've done. And umm, and I think they see me in a different light. 

Because I've… I've always been, you know, have a professional credence if 

you like. Umm. But I think I've got more now.
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Emily, Ruby and Abigail also demonstrated an attempt to gain professional 

credibility by disseminating their research findings via publication or conference 

presentation. Whilst Ruby and Abigail were unsuccessful in their attempts to publish 

a paper within discipline specific journals, all three were successful in their attempts 

to present their research at a specialist conference. Felicity, Jessica, Bobby, Oliver, 

Grace, Sally and Liz all discussed having an interest in disseminating their research 

via publication. Whilst Bobby and Oliver had yet to act as a consequence of their 

studies being incomplete, Grace, Sally and Liz each indicated that they felt they 

needed some form of on-going support in order to motivate and guide them. Some 

participants expressed an opinion that their research was unlikely to be published. 

Felicity, for instance, believed her sample was too small to enable publication, and 

Jessica believed her topic to be out of vogue.

Participants also described wanting to support other learners within practice 

areas with practical advice regarding the process of doing research: Felicity, Hayley,

Holly and Grace, as case examples, each identified that they would guide others 

through the process of completing an ethics application. Where stated, this usually 

related to the participants’ own experience of being frustrated by a lack of 

procedural knowledge: 

Felicity: […] but I feel I would be able to take people through the IRAS forms,

and say to them “yeah this is how you’re gonna feel, this is what you need to

do, make sure you've got this before you actually ring them up" you know? 

And “this is how the process worked for us". Just so it's not such a shock for 

people.

In short, dissemination of learning was related not only to the findings of a study,

but also to the experience of undertaking research as part of personal professional 

practice. 

3.3 Summary
In this chapter I have developed the argument that participants engage in research 

by incorporating the actions associated with research within their existing 

constructions of professional practice. I have done this by exploring six nonlinear 

theoretical categories. The categories discussed within this chapter are conceptually

positioned as having the lowest level of theoretical abstraction, and contribute to the 

argument that participants accommodate and adapt to the experience of master’s 
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research by incorporating the actions of research into their existing constructions of 

personal professional practice. 

Chapter 4 extends this analysis considering four additional theoretical 

categories, each of which conceptually relates to the six categories described here.
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Chapter 4: Being Professional 

4.1 Introduction
In the last chapter I explicated the theoretical theme of “Putting research into 

practice”. This described and conceptualised the processes involved when clinical 

nurses conduct a master’s degree research project by detailing six theoretical 

categories. Within the chapter I advanced the argument that: participants 

accommodate and adjust to the experience of undertaking master’s research by 

incorporating the actions associated with research into their personal professional 

practice. 

In this chapter I move the discussion to a second and more theoretically abstract

theme: “Being professional”. In so doing, I will present four theoretical categories 

that conceptually connect and support the categories presented in Chapter 3, 

concluding with the core theoretical category “Constructing a sense of professional 

Being” (see Figure 4.1). These categories combine to address the second objective 

of this inquiry (see p. 23). Throughout the chapter I will argue that participants 

incorporate the actions associated with research into their constructions of personal 

professional practice by continually constructing a sense of professional ‘Being’; a 

real-time ontological consciousness used to interpret social context and determine 

the most appropriate professional response.

Figure 4.1: Schematic overview of theoretical theme – Being professional 
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Figure 4.1 illustrates the schematic of the theme ‘Being professional’, and 

provides an outline structure of the chapter. Appendix 6 expands on this by 

providing a basic schematic of all four theoretical categories within the theme and 

their major sub-categories. 

4.2 Being professional

4.2.1 Distinguishing theory from practice
'Distinguishing theory from practice' relates to actions whereby participants 

differentiate between the academic study of research and “doing research” as a 

form of practice. Simply stated: participants know that in order to complete their 

dissertation projects they will be required to demonstrate their personal practice of 

research. 

In 'Distinguishing theory from practice' participants imply that they distinguish 

between theoretical knowledge (knowing-that) and practical knowledge (knowing-

how). For example, they recognise that “being a researcher” requires knowledge of 

both research theory and its practical application. This is evidenced through the 

practice of research and the production of a formal research dissertation that meets 

the requirements of the university issuing the assessment; a form of legitimised 

process (see Section 4.2.3.4, p. 126). 

Oliver illustrates the point by distinguishing between "doing it [research]" as 

opposed to "talking about it [research]". In consequence he effectively classifies his 

actions into those associated with a propositional knowledge about research theory 

and the practical knowledge needed in order to implement this knowledge in 

practice. Similarly, Felicity states:

Felicity: [...] And we actually had to actually carry out the research rather 

than just put it down on paper.

Here Felicity stresses a difference between actions perceived as relating to 

research theory ("put it down on paper") and those of research practice ("carry out 

the research"). Peter too makes a similar distinction, describing how in his first 

degree he was required to "write" about how he would do research, whereas in his 

master’s dissertation he had "to actually put it into practice!" (Peter, I1). 

The distinction between research theory and practice is perceived as significant 

to most participants, and is comparable to a journey or 'Rite of passage' (Gennep, 
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1961): an initiation rite moving participants from the status of being uninitiated 

students to ‘Being-a-researcher’ of some kind. A self-perception of enhanced 

professional status can result. Felicity illustrated this well when she described 

gaining a sense of inclusion and empowerment as a consequence of doing her 

research:

Felicity: […] But I feel that when people are talking, like when you were 

talking about grounded theory I feel like I can participate in the conversation.

So I feel like it has enriched my life, and now I can read research papers and

think “yeah" and I can critique them. It's like have just been looking at 

reduced movements from the RCOG. 2½ years ago I would have just looked

at it and thought that's not for me, doesn't include me, you know, it doesn't 

matter, but now I can look at it and think “yeah I can make sure this unit can 

change this, we can start following this guideline" so I feel empowered by the

fact that I've actually done this.

Therefore in distinguishing actions of research theory from those of research 

practice, participants are able to recognise what is required for them to realise a 

changed state of professional Being. 

Oliver: [...] it is almost like two pieces of work where you've got your 

theoretical side of things, about what you're looking at, and then the actual 

theoretical side about your research, and actually doing your project. And I 

think it's also as well a difference in doing something rather than talking 

about it. Because with your proposal, you know, you are proposing what you

are going to do and it's actually now… in a dissertation is not just about the 

writing is actually going out and being a researcher. 

Note, Oliver is careful to draw a clear distinction between the “theoretical side” of

research and experience of “doing your project”. The former is portrayed as a 

restricted form of knowing, whilst the latter relates to an altered sense of 

professional ‘Being’ (e.g. Being-a-researcher). 

It is worth stressing that within this sample relatively few participants had any 

prior experience of undertaking research practice (exceptions are Emily, Kate, Sally 

and Oliver). This lack of experience is reported by several participants to have led to

feelings of uncertainty. For instance, Sophie, who at the time of her interview was 

within the first few months of her research dissertation module, stated:
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Sophie: [...] This research module is probably going to be… Is… I can feel it 

starting to become a massive weight what I'm going to bear for the next nine 

months. And as much as I'm trying to dig myself out of this hole, umm, I'm 

trying to keep on top of it, I still… I still feel like it is burying me. Umm. 

Because I can't seem to get a grip of it… Of what I'm supposed to be doing, 

and how it's supposed to be done.

Sophie, in common with other participants (e.g. Jessica), recognised that she 

was required to “do” research, but experienced uncertainty as a consequence of not 

knowing exactly how to respond to the legitimised process she faced.

Finally, it is worth emphasising that the University, as the agency that defines the

requirements of the legitimised process undertaken, has a significant role to play in 

leading participants to demonstrate how they distinguish research theory from 

practice. Similarly, other agencies can be demonstrated to have a meaningful role in

heightening the participants’ awareness of a difference between research theory 

and research practice, including the various ethics committees that a participant 

may need to engage with (see Section 3.2.2, p. 82).

Thus participants commonly perceive the experience of undertaking master’s 

research as different to their prior learning experiences of research. The crucial 

difference being the recognition that master’s research requires them to personally 

become involved with the practice of research, and thereby demonstrate both 

propositional and procedural knowledge within a professional context.

4.2.2 Journeying
'Journeying' relates to an interpretative process whereby participants construct and 

metaphorically classify periods of meaningful experience as ‘journeys’. Journeys 

may thus represent periods of experience whereby a participant figuratively travels 

from one professional role to another (e.g. from a role as a midwife to that of a 

health visitor), or the experience of completing a predefined unit of study (e.g. a 

module). Such periods of experience form temporal representations of the 

participant’s existence, a marker for the passage of time in relation to their ‘Being’. 

Participants described their experience of undertaking research in terms of a 

"journey". Holly, for example, simply described her experience of master’s research 

as "a journey you go on". However, participants often related their research journey 

to other journey constructs. For instance, when asked in a follow-up interview 
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whether her experience of undertaking a master’s could be described as a journey 

Abigail responded:

Abigail (I2): yes. I would say it was a journey because… it’s a longitudinal 

journey because it lasts for a period of time. Umm. But I guess what I was 

saying before about the barriers, and these milestones are journeys within 

themselves.

Note Abigail emphasises the three key properties of the journeying concept: its 

interpretative nature based in the ontological consciousness of the participant (a 

consciousness of being conscious – discussed in Section 4.2.4 below); the use of 

experience as a marker of temporality ("it lasts for a period of time"), and the 

distance travelled ("these milestones are journeys within themselves"). 

Furthermore, as the above quote from Abigail helps to illustrate, constructs of 

particular journeys can overlap. Consequently, a master’s journey can be described 

as both a personal and a professional journey (Alice, Bobby), just as a research 

journey can be part of a master’s journey (Felicity, Ruby, Abigail). In short, a single 

lived experience may be used in the construction of multiple journey constructs. 

Holly described her research experience as a journey having a "beginning, 

middle and an end", and in so doing created a sense of temporal narrative for her 

construction of the journeying concept. This provides a useful template for 

explicating the concept of 'journeying' further.

4.2.2.1 Beginning a research journey
Participants commonly begin their descriptions of journeys in relation to a fixed point

of reference, a perception of a previous state of ‘Being’ (Being-in-the-past). Such 

linkages can be related to generic interpretations of prior academic or professional 

experiences, or more explicitly, to their prior experiences in relation to research. 

Felicity and Alice, for example, both identify themselves as coming to master’s 

research from the position of being disadvantaged, neither having completed an 

undergraduate degree: 

Alice: so that was… I got advanced standing to getting onto the course. Um, 

and, and for me because of the… the basics of research wasn't there, um, it 

was harder.
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In direct contrast Oliver, who at the time of interview was commencing his 

second master’s research project, identified being advantaged by his prior 

experience, stating it allowed him to know the "rules of the game".

Other examples within the data include participants differentiating between 

theoretical and practical experiences, and for those few with some practical 

experience of research, the research role undertaken. 

4.2.2.2 Progressing through a research journey
Progress through a particular journey may be marked by the completion of logical 

subsections of the whole. As explained above, these subsections can be perceived 

as journeys in their own right. For instance, Abigail (I2) compartmentalised her 

research journey into "milestones", each representing a particular "barrier" to be 

overcome, and each therefore representing a subsection of a larger whole; a 

journey within a journey. Within participants’ accounts of research experience, it is 

possible to identify several such milestones. For example, participants made 

reference to the process of gaining ethical approval as a notable and discrete 

subsection of their master’s research experience (Felicity, Emily, Abigail, Jessica, 

Hayley, Peter, Holly, Grace, and Liz). Similarly, participants recognised the research

undertaken as being 'Part of a wider process' (Felicity), a journey within a journey in 

relation to their master’s programme. Likewise, a master’s degree may represent a 

subsection of a professional or personal journey. For instance, Holly contextualised 

her involvement in master’s research by positioning her decision to undertake a 

master’s degree within her “personal journey”:

Holly: […] I was a child who probably didn’t achieve very well at school, so I 

think some of that was a personal journey. For who would have thought 20 

years ago that I would be here, or would have actually…

Participants recognised journeying as a process of individual consciousness; 

consequently a journey represents a unique construction of a participant’s 

perception of lived experience. This is illustrated well by Abigail (I2) who described 

her experience as "my journey". Similarly, Felicity states: 

Felicity: […] I just stuck my head down and just took my own little path, my 

own little journey… knowing that this was my journey and I just needed to 

get my head down really.
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Whilst participants recognised that life experiences occur within a social context, 

a research journey can be perceived as a "lonely journey" (Ruby). As described in 

Chapter 4, master’s research is commonly characterised as requiring participants to 

work for long periods alone. Hayley describes her perception of being alone with her

project, stating:

Hayley: umm. A lot of it was because I couldn't… If I couldn't make the 

Research Department see what I was doing, then sometimes it was well 

what's the point of doing it? Because it's for the Trust, and it's for the 

patients, and that's quite lonely when you're thinking “well, if they don't feel 

it's right then perhaps it's not right and I'm doing something wrong". Kind of 

thing. And again I suppose because I was… I was doing the research on my 

own, there's not a team of people doing it. Umm. And my tutors, you know 

your tutors sometimes come and observe what you're doing, well that didn't 

happen either. So I didn't feel that side of it really.

The experience of 'journeying' can lead to a perception of 'Learning from 

experience'. Such learning can also be illustrated within the participants’ 

descriptions of ‘Putting research into practice’. For instance, Peter describes 

learning from the experience of conducting each of his three focus group interviews: 

Peter (I1): [...] That's where… and I think again it's… it's down to this 

emergent design and really learning as you go along, and… Just tweaking 

things to make sure that you can perhaps get more relevant information 

from… from… from your participants.

Similarly, reflections related to journeying can lead participants to identify how 

they would have liked to have done something differently:

Kate: [...] So I probably have learnt a lot from it [the research] maybe not 

what to do rather than what to do (laughs as she says this) the next time.

Participants experienced fluctuating emotions and feelings throughout their 

experience of the master’s research journey. Metaphorically these represented the 

"peaks" (Peter, I1) and the "dreadful troughs" (Amelia) of a "rollercoaster" ride 

(Peter, I1). Similarly, the lack of predictability in regards to feelings/emotions 
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experienced represented the suddenness of the turns, the sensation that "one thing 

leads to another" (Felicity) and the on-going nature of the ride. Finally, the 

perception of “its pressure, pressure, pressure isn’t it? Research” (Emily) brings a 

sense of urgency, akin to the sensation of moving rapidly. As perhaps many who 

have ridden a rollercoaster will claim: the ride feels daunting at the start (Felicity, 

Emily, Sophie, Jessica, Holly and Grace), and can leave one with a sense of 

achievement at having successfully “got through it” (various), something akin to a 

sense of survival (Oliver, Liz).

4.2.2.3 Complete the circle
'Completing the circle’ relates to a process whereby participants come to realise an 

end to their research journey. For some the process begins before they formally 

submit their research dissertation. Holly expresses that she "needed to let it go" and 

indicated that she feared "overworking" her dissertation. In contrast, Liz found 

handing the work in to the university a point of painful separation, stating:

Liz: […] And even handing it in to (supervisors name) office that day… it was

like… I didn’t want to let it go. It was very strange.

Clearly, “handing it in” is a symbolically significant moment, a point where the 

participant as learner hands over the responsibility for the thesis (although not the 

accountability or ownership) to the University for marking. 

‘Handing over’ is a common mechanism used by participants to “complete the 

circle” (Grace) of their research journey. Numerous forms of handover are indicated 

in the data set. Peter, for instance, hands over the responsibility for implementing 

change based on his research findings by presenting his results to the hospital’s 

management group:

Peter: umm. I mean it had always been part of my research plan, and written

into it, you know, that it would be presented afterwards. Umm. Because you 

are always looking at… part of the research is how are you going to 

disseminate your findings. Umm. So, you know, that had been arranged to…

to give it in to the hospital matron, and, umm, the ward managers. It… I’m 

trying to think of the timescale… it probably happened within about a couple 

of months of actually finishing the dissertation. And it happened at a ward 

managers’ meeting. Because they have a monthly one, and they obviously 
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have various different things on the agenda, and umm… and quite often they

will have a guest speaker or somebody coming in for it. And, I had asked to 

do that. And, umm… I quite like doing presentations, you know, it’s one of 

things I had to do in my previous career quite regularly to large groups and 

to small groups, and so it’s an environment I feel quite comfortable with. And

still do. Umm. And so, that-that-that’s how it happened. It was then left that 

they were going to look at it, you know, take it forward… some the 

recommendations.

Similar examples of such handovers can be found in the data from Felicity, 

Emily, Ruby and Hayley. 

It is important to note that this analysis suggests that the point of submitting the 

dissertation report to the university is seldom the end point for a participant’s 

research journey. Rather, participants often attempt to continue their research by 

trying to apply their findings in some way: for example, by influencing changes in 

practice, or through publication (see Section 3.2.6, p.107). Therefore, whilst each of 

the participants can be argued to commence their research journey by undertaking a

master’s degree, the temporal path of the research journey, whilst closely connected

to the master’s degree, is often separate. This is graphically illustrated in Figure 4.2.

Figure 4.2: Master’s versus research journeys (an illustration) 
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4.2.3 Seeking professional credibility
Credibility is an important attribute of an individual’s construct of professional ‘Being’

acting as a potential mechanism for gaining enhanced power and status. 'Seeking 

professional credibility' relates to a category of actions that are used by participants 

to simultaneously increase social and self-perception of being-a-credible-

professional. Associated sub-processes include those of ‘Demonstrating 

professional legitimacy’, ‘Projecting a professional self-image’ and ‘Investing in 

learning’. It is important to note that actions related to ‘Seeking professional 

credibility’ extend beyond the substantive context of this grounded theory thesis; 

various participants referred to professional credibility in association with their 

clinical practice, or the perception of gaining enhanced credibility by successfully 

completing a master’s degree.

4.2.3.1 Enhancing power & status through seeking professional 
credibility
Participants recognised that undertaking a master’s degree could enable them to 

realise an increase in power and status. For instance, Felicity, in common with other

participants, was motivated to undertake her master’s degree in order to realise a 

promotion, thereby enhancing her professional status to that of being a qualified 

Advanced Midwifery Practitioner. In so doing, she sought to gain a legitimate source

of power that would enable her to “make a difference” (Felicity). Sadly, the promised

promotion didn’t transpire. However, Felicity still perceived that she gained 

professional credibility by completing the process. This led her to feel “empowered”:

Felicity: well like I say I… I feel I used to just shrivel, you know when people 

get into conversations, I used to shrivel, and that I couldn't contribute. So 

you know, like you know, you know I won't get involved in this. This doesn't 

matter to me. Whereas now I feel I can make a contribution. And I feel like 

because of what I've actually done my contribution can be valuable, you 

know they will listen to me, umm, like they may be just giving me the illusion 

that they’re listening to me, but I think some of the things I've done, you 

know, during the course, and even before the course really… Which kind of 

got me motivated. You know I… I can make a difference. You know they will 

listen to me. If I stamp my feet. (Short laugh) But that's kind of it, isn't it? I 
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feel that this is giving me the kind of ability to stamp my feet without 

stamping my feet.

In this example, enhanced credibility is evidenced by Felicity’s perception of 

having gained the power to contribute an opinion that will be listened to and valued. 

Likewise, Bobby described undertaking master’s study as a method of gaining 

enhanced "authority": 

Bobby: […] I think the very fact that you have a qualification which is 

actually, umm, strengthened your understanding, and has been a piece of 

work that you have been the author of, that has actually demonstrated rightly

or wrongly whether something works or something doesn't work, gives you a

certain amount of kudos if you want to call it that. Both personally and 

professionally. That you can actually have the authority… because I think 

that is one of the big, umm… I think that's a major area really within the 

health service, to have the authority to make significant changes.

He goes onto define authority as gaining power from recognition of attaining an 

academic standard: power from status. Sally also referred to gaining a sense of 

"authority" as a consequence of completing her master’s degree. However, Sally 

opines that the authority gained relates in part to an increase in self-confidence; thus

suggesting that a self-perception of being professionally credible is as important as 

any external social recognition of status.

4.2.3.2 Social & self-perceptions of professional credibility
Seeking credibility is not limited to seeking external recognition of professional 

status, but includes participants’ attempts to internally verify themselves as being 

professional. It is worth noting that participants usually have an existing sense of 

‘Being-a-credible-professional’ when commencing a master’s research project. In 

support of this, several participants noted that they had an existing level of 

professional credibility in the communities in which they worked. 

However, several participants divulged insecurities regarding their perception of 

their own professional credibility. Abigail expressed concern that her youthful looks 

might lead others to question her credibility as a health visitor as she failed to meet 

the established stereotype. Emily had experienced a crisis of confidence following 

"incidents" in the workplace, including an experience of bullying. Both sought to 
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address these insecurities by seeking evidence that they could use to publicly 

demonstrate their professional credibility, and both perceived master’s study as a 

mechanism for achieving this. In publicly evidencing their professional worth, both 

simultaneously reinforced their inner sense of professional ‘Being’. In consequence, 

Abigail relates her master’s degree as evidence of her being “worthy of my 

profession” (Abigail, I1), whilst Emily perceives her attainment of a master’s as 

evidence that she has “come back” from having her professional credibility 

undermined:

Adam: So would I be fair in saying this is giving you a sense of self-belief?

Emily: Yes, I would say so. Yeah. Yeah. Because, umm, (short pause) I 

didn't know what to do. Because I had been knocked down… do you know 

what I mean? But I've come back up (Emily’s voice croaks with emotion).

Adam: (sees that the Emily is beginning to cry) That's okay, how does that 

make you feel today?

Emily: Pardon?

Adam: How does that make you feel today?

Emily: I just feel really good about myself (is now openly crying).

4.2.3.3 Processes used when seeking professional credibility
Participants used three sub-processes when seeking professional credibility: 

demonstrating professional legitimacy, projecting a professional self-image, and 

investing in learning. However, different mechanisms may demonstrate professional 

credibility to different degrees depending on who the audience is (see also Section 

3.2.6, p. 107). For instance, investing in learning to successfully complete a master’s

degree may demonstrate professional legitimacy, and hence be used to prove 

credibility to a professional body and employer. However, whilst such mechanisms 

may have bearing on some clinical colleagues (e.g. Sally referred to gaining 

credibility only in professional groups allied to nursing, but not within nursing), it can 

be argued to have less power to determine credibility to such individuals than 

continually 'Projecting a professional self-image' does. Liz explains:  
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Liz: [...] But, you know, for today’s world of work you do actually need that 

qualification. That piece of paper. I don’t think it’s affected how my 

colleagues, or my peers see me. Umm, because I feel the clinical credibility 

is not with a piece of paper.

4.2.3.4 Demonstrating professional legitimacy
Participants sought to demonstrate their professional legitimacy: actions used to 

legitimise conduct (internally and/or externally) as conforming to anticipated 

professional norms or rules. This was achieved in numerous ways: following 

legitimised processes; making research a legitimate professional practice, and 

responding to organisational norms. These overlap to some degree, but each will be

briefly described separately. 

A legitimised process is one that is recognised by participants as a process that 

must be adhered to: a perceived rule of professional conduct. Several such 

processes can be identified within the dataset, including applying for ethical 

approval. As detailed in Chapter 3, ‘Going through ethics’ is perceived as a non-

optional pre-requisite of research practice. Such a process is likened to an initiation 

rite (Gennep, 1961), whereby the participant perceives that they will not be afforded 

the recognition and status needed to initiate their research unless the application 

process is completed to the satisfaction of those managing the system. As such, 

those perceived to be responsible for introducing and managing legitimised 

processes retain a power advantage over those who need apply; acting as gate-

keepers and creating powerful forms of high-stakes assessment. For the 

participants having to engage with legitimised processes, the experience is usually 

anxiety laden.

Each participant attempted to connect their professional role to their research 

project by choosing a topic that was perceived as both professionally relevant, and 

appropriate to the degree being undertaken (see also Section 3.2.1, p. 77). This was

intended to make legitimate the research activity undertaken within both practice 

and academic communities. The following quote from Oliver illustrates this well:

Oliver: […] And it is that actual… that you know you’ve have done something

that is an actual project. And that you are actually getting an outcome from it.

And that outcome could influence something. Which, okay, is… initially is 

getting your master’s, but it is also what you are talking about before with 
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you doing the clinical side of things, and producing ideas, and producing 

further research that yeah… legitimacy is probably a good term because it is

actual something that is real. You know? You are doing a real project.

In seeing research as a legitimate form of professional practice participants 

attempt to demonstrate, both to themselves and publicly, that their research related 

actions are those of a credible professional. In other words, participants sought to 

assimilate the actions for the conduct of research with their existing constructions of 

professional ‘Being’, whilst simultaneously using the resulting construction to govern

actions that maintain or reinforce the credibility of their identity as ‘Being-a-credible-

professional’ to others. 

Furthermore, participants demonstrated an awareness of organisational norms: 

these may be representative of the values of an organisation as a whole, a social 

clique within it, or the participants’ own interpretation of expected conduct. 

Organisational norms may therefore include legitimised processes (as outlined 

above), but go beyond this to represent unofficial rules for conduct that are 

recognised by participants as existing but not necessarily compulsory to follow. 

Such norms are akin to playground rules, socially legitimised norms that are locally 

defined within various social cliques. As such, participants may not be members of 

the social clique that has defined the rule, nor even be aware of such a norm until it 

is breached. If aware, they may not recognise the norm as legitimate, indicating the 

application of judgement as to whether the norm should be (or should have been) 

adhered to (unlike legitimised processes which must be followed). Adherence to 

such norms was thought likely to maintain the participants’ professional credibility as

accepted members of a given professional community or clique, whereas deviation 

risked having their status as a legitimate member of the community, and thus the 

credibility of their actions, questioned9. As a case example, Abigail perceived a risk 

that she may cause disharmony amongst her colleagues by being allowed time to 

work on her research, and in response strove to “go the extra mile” in demonstrating

her commitment to the team, even though to do so would mean that she breached 

the rules relating to ‘category 3s’:

Abigail (I2): [...] and I would hate for someone to think that I wasn’t pulling 

my weight in that team. And especially with being newly qualified I would 

9

 This analysis insinuates that the concept of professionalism is socially defined. However, 
this is beyond the substantive context of this study to explore.
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always go that extra mile. But one thing that… that like does… that I do think

of is when I qualified in the September I already had category 3s by 

December. And category 3s are like child protection. Umm. And you are not 

really supposed to have them until at least sort of six months. But, I felt 

comfortable in taking them, but I knew our team was stretched, so I took on 

board… I took them on.

4.2.3.5 Projecting a professional self-image
A second mechanism for demonstrating professional credibility is to continually 

project an image of ‘Being’ professional (self-action) to others in all practice-based 

actions, including those of research. Such actions are then used to reinforce or 

enhance constructions of professional ‘Being’ (self-knowing). Abigail, for instance, 

identified how she perceived the need to project an image of being a "serious 

hardworking professional" (Abigail, interview 2), and then went on to state:

Abigail (I2): [...] I don’t know if it [projecting a professional image] was as 

important in this environment [university], than it was in my working 

environment.

This suggests that participants interpret the context of an interaction/setting in 

order to determine the type of image to be projected and the appropriate action 

response. In turn this adds support to the theory that participants use a real-time 

sense of professional ‘Being’ to determine and guide their corresponding 

professional actions; or put another way, that professional ‘Being’ (self-knowing) 

informs ‘Being’ professional (self-action), and interpretation of such actions is in part 

used to construct professional ‘Being’ (discussed in Section 4.2.4 below).

4.2.3.6 Investing in learning
'Investing in learning' is a process whereby participants continually risk giving 

something of themselves whilst undertaking a programme of learning, with the 

deliberate intention of realising some form of personal development that will 

enhance their professional credibility. The term 'investing' is thus intended as a 

metaphor, symbolising that participants recognise that learning is not cost-neutral, 

and that they will have to risk something of themselves in order to realise a return on

the investment. However, the cost of the investment, and the return that is 

anticipated, are not limited to financial resources. 
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Calculating the cost of the investment made, and weighing this against any 

return or likely return, is an individual and on-going process throughout the 

participant’s learning experience (and beyond). Costs can be tangible resources, for 

example finance or time. However, the wider impact on the participant’s life is also 

counted within the cost of the investment made. This type of cost often has a more 

profound impact on participants. For instance, in Sophie’s interview, the impact on 

her family life, her social relationships, and her perceived increased obligation to her

employer, led her to declare:

Sophie: […] I feel like I have quite lost my sense of umm personality. 

She went on to state that for the last four years her life “hasn’t been my own”, a 

sentiment echoed in Felicity’s description of “not having a life”, and the description of

research as being “all consuming” used by Emily and Liz.

Returns on investment can take numerous forms, but collectively these relate to 

a concept of 'Personal development' whereby participants relate the outcome of 

learning as benefiting their ontological self-conceptualisation in some way, usually 

related to some aspect of their professional credibility. 

Abigail provides an example: when asked when she started to see herself as a 

health visitor, she made reference to how the acquisition of knowledge and skills 

helped 'confirm' to her that she had become a health visitor:

Abigail (I2): […] I think it’s one of those things that it is not a change that 

occurs overnight. Because I remember being a student and like a health 

visitor would come in and say, umm, talk about a visit and would think, “I 

wish I could do that”. I remember someone ringing as a student, and it was a

mum, and she wanted to know umm…feeding for a baby and I just… I just 

said I don’t know. It was bottle fed baby, and I… I would not have a clue. 

And my friend now, umm, (Name) who is… was a health visitor… she had 

done her training eight years or so, she just said “oh I’ll take it”. And I could 

hear her going on about all this different thing which just made so much 

sense, but I just… I didn’t know that. And then there would be another time 

where I’d be at a baby clinic and another woman would talk about feeding, 

and I could answer it no problem. So then I would think “oo I have been able 

to answer that”. So I guess it’s that confirmation isn’t it. I guess. And, umm…
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When participants interpret personal development as informing professional self-

action, then the resulting development can be said to be both personal and 

professional (influencing personal professional practice). In each instance the 

development attained can be directly related to the concept of seeking credibility. 

To illustrate: by investing in a master’s degree, participants hope to gain 

professional credibility by attaining a legitimised symbol of professional status. For 

many participants, this is combined with the desire to transform their professional 

role in some way. This included numerous participants undertaking master’s studies 

in an attempt to move to another part of the NMC register, enabling them to become

recognised as qualified practitioners of a particular type, and therefore eligible for 

particular types of employment: 

Jessica: [...] And I'm coming out with a health visiting qualification which is at

the end of the day that's the bit I want… I want to change my career from 

being a midwife to being a health visitor. Whether I have to get another piece

of paper to show I've done something else it's kind of a by-product really. 

Which is… I think is all about the fact that I wasn't getting a change in 

banding. I'm the same band now that I've been since I first started as… as a 

midwife. I am still on a band six, there is no financial change, nothing. This 

piece of paper that said master’s in a way didn't mean anything to me 

because it was the health visiting qualification that I came in for and that's 

what I wanted.

Participants also monitored the status of their investment throughout the 

experience of completing their learning programme. Costs were portrayed as 

accumulative, and participants weighed up the total investment made when 

questioning whether to continue:

Hayley: […] And about two thirds of the way through I thought I can't be 

bothered. But I did it and I finished it, but I was at the stage where I thought 

enough is enough and then I thought no I've spent a long time doing this.

Monitoring an investment in learning involved participants making assessments 

of the total cost of a given investment, and evaluating the actual return against that 

expected. For some the return on investment did not take the form that was 

anticipated (e.g. Felicity). Of particular importance is the perception of value: this in 
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part was gauged by the relevance of what has been learned to practice, and the 

perceived value of the personal cost of investment. For example:

Peter (I2): […] I have asked myself this question. Would I… If I could go 

back in time, would I have done my master’s again? Umm. And I have to be 

perfectly honest, and the answer would probably be no. Umm. Umm, which 

is a bit sad really I feel. Umm. The things that I have got out of it, umm, 

strangely enough was certain modules… clinical examination skills… the 

module that really was a bit of a bugbear for me, actually turned out to be 

the most useful module of the lot. Together with diagnostics. Umm. Because

I actually do find that has helped me, and does help me in my day-to-day 

job. I suppose the disappointing bit from my point of view is that it hasn’t 

really umm, helped me in my career.

4.2.4 Constructing a sense of professional Being
‘Constructing a sense of professional being’ represents the core theoretical category

of this analysis. As such, it represents the category with the highest level of 

theoretical abstraction, and explicates the grounded theory that underpins this 

thesis. Specifically, it postulates that participants incorporate the actions associated 

with research into their constructions of personal professional practice by continually

constructing a sense of professional ‘Being’; a real-time ontological consciousness 

used to interpret social context and determine the most appropriate professional 

response. I have dubbed this theoretical product ‘Professional ontology theory’.

Professional ontology theory posits that participants continually ‘Construct a 

sense of professional Being’ by having cognisance that meaningful professional self-

action arises only from ‘Being’ a conscious individual within a specific social context.

Such a statement needs to be explained carefully and will therefore be briefly 

deconstructed before it is explored in depth.

Participants, as conscious beings, are accepting of their own consciousness at 

any moment in time (real-time). In short, participants are cognisant of their own 

existence in each moment that they experience. Furthermore, participants recognise

the social nature of society, acknowledging that they are not alone and that other 

conscious beings exist. Hence participants, as conscious beings, are aware of 

‘Being’ conscious within a social context. Meaningful professional self-action arises 

when an individual becomes aware of any social context that they interpret as 

requiring a specific professional response. For example, participants seek to act in a
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way that conforms to their conceptualisation of Being-a-credible-professional. 

Furthermore, the real-time nature of Being-in-the-moment facilitates a reflexive loop 

allowing individuals to continually adjust self-action as thought necessary, and 

simultaneously facilitates them to learn about their social world (e.g. add to their 

conceptualisation of what professionals can do). Put another way, professional self-

action (‘Being’ professional) arises from the real-time ontological construction of self 

as a professional (professional ‘Being’) within social contexts that are interpreted as 

requiring a professional response, hence the term professional ontology theory. 

Figure 4.3 models the theory.

Figure 4.3: Personal ontology theory

4.2.4.1 Real-time consciousness & the reflexive loop 
In the context of experiencing master’s research, participants demonstrate that they 

continually construct their sense of professional ‘Being’, forming a real-time 

ontological consciousness of self as a professional. Real-time refers to participants 

134



Being-in-the-moment, having a cognisance of self when living the experience of a 

specific social context.  
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To illustrate, consider the following extract from Abigail’s first interview:

Abigail (I1): [...] Because my… I… when I went to see those who had 

incomplete vaccination statuses I knew that they had incomplete 

immunisation status, but I didn't tell them. I didn't tell them that that's why I 

was recruiting them, I just said that I was doing a study about immunisations.

So… umm… Then they would like say “I think my son or daughter is still due

some immunisations” and as a professional I couldn't have said “yes you 

are… you've missed six appointments". So I would just kind of say “well you 

know you need to probably contact the team". Because that wasn't my role, 

and I wasn't their health visitor. I hadn't met any of these families before 

which was good for me, because if I had it would've been, you know, difficult.

And I remember one family having like a really bad… not… the child had a 

quite bad reaction to the immunisation or something, and I think she was 

quite traumatised by it. And obviously she was coming up to one [year old] to

have her next immunisations and she was like really reluctant to go, and it 

was almost like... she had been severely affected by it… mentally. And after 

the interview I did try and talk around it really and obviously offered her 

support in that way. But yeah, in a way you’re a researcher, but you're a 

health visitor as well.

Here Abigail demonstrated her awareness of self within a dynamic social 

context, using the concept of 'role' as a mechanism for classifying the anticipated 

types of self-action needed for the experiences described. Of primary importance is 

Abigail’s real-time consciousness of self within context; her constructed sense of 

professional ‘Being’ that enabled her to interpret the specific context of each 

experience and determine her professional self-action in response. Hence, Abigail 

was able to recognise and respond to a social context that did not conform to the 

role she anticipated adopting. In short, Abigail demonstrated that she was 

consciously aware of being-in-the-moment. Furthermore, Abigail recognises her 

experience as a type of ethical dilemma associated with the practice of research, 

and decides to deal with this, in real-time, by offering support to the woman 

concerned after the interview: switching role from researcher to health visitor. 

Given participants are consciously aware of their existence, any real-time 

interpretation of social context includes an interpretation of their own influence on 

that context. Participants use this as a mechanism of reflexive self-awareness when 

constructing a sense of professional ‘Being’: a reflexive loop. 
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This is demonstrated by how participants sought to reinforce and reaffirm their 

constructs of professional ‘Being’ by reflexively judging their own actions. Self-

actions that are reflexively perceived as being professionally credible reinforce the 

participants’ own sense of ‘Being’ professional: that is, the self-actions conform to 

the participants’ own conceptualisation of professionalism. To demonstrate this 

concept, consider the following quote from Peter's second interview:

Peter (I2): [...] But I… I always sort of… I don’t know… again I always sort of 

had quite high standards and try and project myself as a good professional 

really. Umm…. That’s how I, you know, I hope most of my peers and my 

bosses, certainly I feel - certainly that I work with now… where I work now. 

Do see me as highly professional really. And I think the way they approach 

me, umm, and ask for my advice at times, I think probably, you know, does, 

umm, probably support that the way I view myself is probably correct.

Note that Peter perceives himself as a "good professional", but uses the actions 

of colleagues to reflexively reaffirm this self-perception.

4.2.4.2 Recognising the social nature of society
Whilst each participant constructs their own ontological consciousness, ‘Others’10 

within the social context can be seen to influence both the conceptualisation of self 

and the actions decided upon. As an example, recall that participants showed their 

awareness of social and professional norms and rules when ‘Demonstrating 

professional legitimacy’, taking these into account when determining how to act. 

However, it should be remembered that the actions of others are continually filtered 

through the participants’ real-time ontological consciousness, and thus contribute to 

the participants’ overall awareness of social context. Thus, when considered as a 

mechanism for 'Constructing a sense of professional being' a participant’s 

perception of ‘Others’ becomes an important facet of any given social context. As a 

consequence, others can be said to influence how a participant decides how to act 

in any given social context: participants seeking to continually demonstrate the 

10

 The concept of others used here relates to any reference made by participants to either a 
person or agency that they interpret as having potential influence on the social context 
described. For example, participants frequently refer to the influence of their supervisor when
preparing an application for ethical approval, but also to the perceived requirements of the 
ethics committee as an agency. Appendices 5.1 to 5.3 provide an analysis of all third parties 
referred to within the dataset.
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professional credibility of their actions when the context is determined to require a 

professional response. Furthermore, given the role of the reflexive loop in the 

construction of professional being, the actions (or reactions) of Others can also 

influence a participant’s self-conceptualisation of Being-a-credible-professional. 

To illustrate further, participants demonstrated how an awareness of social 

context informed their actions in regard to their research projects. This is exemplified

well when considering disclosure in relation to supervision: Sophie and Jessica both 

opted not to disclose information as a consequence of their interpretation of social 

context. For Jessica, this related to withholding information about her pregnancy, 

and was driven by a fear of creating the wrong impression with her supervisor who 

she perceived to be career minded:

Jessica: [...] And then… oh shit (supervisors name) didn't know I was 

pregnant. I didn't tell her I was pregnant because I felt… I didn't feel 

ashamed. I felt she was so… (supervisors name) was so career orientated, I

know that she's got children of her own, and I thought I can't tell her I'm 

doing this. And I should be more focused on this. And I have gone and got 

myself pregnant.

For Sophie, the non-disclosure resulted from a perception that she was "making 

an idiot” of herself when meeting her supervisor for the first time. This example is 

particularly interesting as it also helps to illustrate how participants are reflexively 

aware of their actions within the social context. 

It is important to note that participants’ perceptions of social context are valid to 

them, even if the accuracy of their observations can be questioned. To further the 

earlier examples, Sophie’s perception that she was making a fool of herself may 

have been erroneous, and Jessica’s concerns regarding the impression created by 

her pregnancy were later proved groundless (based on references within Jessica’s 

interview transcript). However, in both cases the observation added to the 

participant’s awareness of social context at the moment they determined to act in a 

particular way (not disclosing the information). As such, perceptions of social 

context, regardless of accuracy, are always valid to a person’s ontological 

consciousness when determining response. 
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4.2.4.3 Cognisance of ‘Being’
Cognisance of ‘Being’ is illustrated throughout the data set by the varying references

made by participants to aspects of their self-conceptualisation. Participants refer to 

aspects of their self-concept in terms of their personal attributes, such as being: 

“lazy” (Amelia); “dyslexic” (Lily); “ambitious” (Emily); “driven” (Ruby, Abigail, Jessica 

and Alice); and “adventurous” (Ruby). Similarly, references to self-conceptualisation 

can relate to the feelings and emotions experienced (see Section 4.2.2, p. 117), 

such as being: “daunted” (Felicity, Emily, Ruby, Abigail, Peter, Oliver, Holly and 

Grace); “scared” (Jessica and Sally); and “confident” (Emily, Ruby, Kate, Peter, 

Amelia and Alice)11. 

Furthermore, participants referred to self-conceptualisation in terms of role. For 

instance, Amelia describes experiencing difficulty in trying to separate the research 

role from her existing professional role when in the practice setting, a process she 

describes as "trying to set myself apart". This separation was one that felt “artificial” 

(Amelia) and led to her to question her sense of professional ‘Being’:

Amelia: [...] I think any, any difficulties again were, were more to do with the 

challenge of being a researcher in practice, and… and being practising at 

research kind of. Umm, so… so I think that, that the experience of the 

process was… was to do with that. And that thing ever saying about what 

am I today? Am I a practitioner? Or am I a researcher? W… Or am I both? 

Or am I…?  It was that, that was the challenge, that was the difficulty.

Ultimately, Amelia realised that the new role required her "to think differently 

rather than to behave any differently". In short, that the role of researcher could be 

assimilated into her existing construct of professional ‘Being’, rather than perceived 

as being somehow separate. Similarly, Liz successfully assimilated her research 

into her role by identifying a topic she found both “fitted” her role and was 

interesting:

Liz: [...] I found myself thinking “right, ok, it’s got to be quantitative, and how 

am I going to do this that I can fit into my role, that’s not going to be um, 

something I am going to do alongside my role.” For me to do it properly it is 

something embedded in what I do.

11

 Note both lists are illustrative examples and are not intended to represent an exhaustive list 
of references to either attributes or emotions.
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Whilst Abigail assimilated research into her professional role through her choice 

of topic, she also demonstrated how she worked hard to separate the various 

aspects of her practice, ensuring: that her own patients were excluded from the 

research sample, that she introduced herself to her research participants as a 

researcher as opposed to a health visitor, that her dress code when interviewing 

participants was different to her dress code as a health visitor, and that she 

remained impassive to what her participants said so as not to inadvertently reinforce

their attitudes. In so doing, she effectively formed two constructs of professional 

practice: that associated to her role of health visitor and that to her role as 

researcher, each representing a facet of her professional self-concept, and each to 

be enacted separately depending on her interpretation of the social context of the 

interaction she was involved in. 

For Felicity, the process of assimilating the research role was managed through 

an attempt to perceive her involvement in research as a form of play: a temporary 

trial run that was a necessary part of her role as a student on a professional 

master’s programme. On probing the term further, it is clear that the research role 

undertaken is perceived as additional to, and somewhat in conflict with, her current 

sense of professional ‘Being’ which already has multiple facets in terms of role: 

Felicity: [...] Because you have to remember that at the end of the day I was 

working here as a midwife, I worked 26 1/4 hours. I was working here as a 

midwife, one day I had as an advanced practitioner clinical, and then the 

other day I had umm a trainee at advanced practitioners day academic, so 

I'm doing all that as well as trying to do the admin, and carry out the 

research project, and fill all the forms in, and on all the other obligations that 

I've got in my other jobs. So I was, I was playing at it not just because I didn't

know what I was doing, but also because of the other commitments I've got.

In short, participants perceived research as forming a part of their professional 

role. As a consequence they attempted to integrate this new role into their existing 

self-conceptualisations of personal professional practice and therefore their 

professional ‘Being’. This had far reaching effects on a participant’s self-

conceptualisation as illustrated in the following quote from Liz:

Liz: It [her experience of research] was kind of… I always thought it would be

a means to an end. I’ve got to do that because that’s what is required. But, I 
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learned so much, and really feel, it’s-it’s informed everything. From reading a

newspaper, to be able to scan it and think that doesn’t stand up. I don’t 

believe that article, and being able to question more. To being able to go to a

meeting and hear people spout statistics at you “well we have got to do this 

because de, de, de duh”; you are suddenly equipped to question them. “Well

that sample doesn’t sound very large, and its…”, that’s what I was 

unprepared for. And I feel it’s really put me up a notch professionally.

4.2.4.4 Temporal dimension of self-conceptualisation
Cognisance of ‘Being’ was also indicated in the language used throughout the 

interviews. Participants used phrases such as "being", "I am", and “I'm", indicating a 

sense of conscious presence in the moment (Being-in-the-moment). They also 

referred to expressions such as "I was" or "I will be", indicating that self-concepts 

have alternative temporal dimensions (Being-in-the-past; future-being). Such 

temporal references are significant as they indicate that 'Constructing a sense of 

professional being' is an on-going process, and that each participant has an already 

pre-established concept of professional self prior to commencing their master’s 

research. Furthermore, this helps indicate the on-going personal ‘journey’ of the 

individual, and helps provide additional context as to why participants decide to 

invest in learning. For instance, Jessica describes how her primary motivation was a

desire to transition from "being a midwife to being a health visitor" – in essence to 

move from a past sense of professional ‘Being’ to a future possibility of professional 

‘Being’ – a transition that required her to invest in a legitimised programme of 

learning that would take time to complete.

To further illustrate the temporal dimension of self-conceptualisation, let us 

consider the following example where Liz (in common with Felicity and Emily) 

described experiencing difficulty in adjusting to the end of her master’s degree: 

Liz: [...] I’ve not graduated, I’ve got my mark, but there is nothing official back

yet, I kind of feel I’m in this kind of half-way house. And, and starting to 

miss… I… I am thinking right what can I do next, because, um, you feel alive

because you are using everything mentally, physically, because you are 

putting in such long hours, um, you are really pushing yourself. And, now I’m

feeling a little bit bereft, a little bit cast adrift. And it’s almost like you need 

a… like a survivors club afterwards (laughs). 
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In this example Liz’s perception of self has shifted from a past state of ‘Being’ 

(Being-in-the-past) to the ontological construction formed during the interview 

(Being-in-the-moment). In short, she has used her current sense of ontological 

consciousness to construct perceptions of her past existence. Explicitly, Liz 

perceived her recent past as one in which she felt "alive" as a consequence of 

"pushing" herself. This is contrasted to her self-conceptualisation at the time of the 

interview in which she states she feels "bereft".

It is also worth noting that this concept presents a necessary limitation to this 

study: given a participant’s construction of professional ‘Being’ is based in real-time, 

recollections of experience, such as those represented within the data of this study, 

are filtered through the lens of the participant’s current state of Being-in-the-

moment. As a consequence, it should be remembered that participants consider 

their responses in relation to their current interpretation of the social context of the 

interview. For example, both Emily and Hayley openly admit to limiting an aspect of 

their disclosure during the interview. In short, the data collected are limited to the 

participant’s real-time conscious interpretation of their experience at the time of their

interview. 

4.3 Summary
In this chapter I have argued that participants adjust and accommodate to the 

experience of undertaking master’s research by incorporating their conceptions of 

research into their continuous construction of professional ‘Being’. I have done this 

by explicating three mid-level theoretical categories: ‘Distinguishing theory from 

practice’, ‘Journeying’ and ‘Seeking professional credibility’, and a single core 

category ‘Constructing a sense of professional Being’. Central to the argument is the

ontological contention that participants, in order to determine an appropriate 

response (meaningful self-action), continually construct a real-time consciousness of

Being in relation to their interpreted awareness of social context. To relate this to the

substantive focus of clinical nurses undertaking master’s research: participants 

show that they are aware of ‘Being’ in each moment experienced (Being-in-the-

moment), and that they interpret the social contexts that they associate with 

research as requiring self-actions that conform to their conceptualisation of 

professionalism (Being-a-credible-professional). 

In the next chapter I will endeavour to discuss the arguments presented within 

the last two chapters. 
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Chapter 5: Discussion 

5.1 Introduction
In presenting the findings outlined in Chapters 3 and 4, I have introduced two major 

arguments that I consider central to this thesis. First: that when engaging in a 

master’s research degree, clinical nurses adjust and accommodate to the 

experience by incorporating the actions of research within their existing 

constructions of personal professional practice. Second: that this is achieved 

through a process of continually constructing a sense of professional ‘Being’; a real-

time ontological consciousness that is used to interpret social context and determine

the most appropriate professional response (professional ontology theory). In this 

chapter, I seek to further these arguments by critically discussing the findings in 

relation to extant knowledge, a process referred to by Birks and Mills (2010) as 

theoretical integration. In so doing, I will continue to demonstrate how I have met the

two objectives of this inquiry first stated in Chapter 1:

1. To describe and conceptualise the processes involved when clinical 

nurses conduct a master’s degree research project.

6. To develop an explanatory theory of these processes.

I will open this chapter by briefly outlining the core search strategy utilised when 

reviewing literature for the purpose of theoretical integration. I will demonstrate that 

there exists a paucity of literature relating to the experiences of students undertaking

master’s research, and will suggest that such a shortfall is significant given the trend

of increasing student numbers accessing taught master’s programmes versus other 

higher degrees (as introduced in Section 1.3.2, p. 8). In so doing, I will contend that 

the findings of this study are significant in that they contribute to a surprisingly 

under-researched domain in higher education. 

I have organised the discussion by separating the findings presented in 

Chapters 3 and 4 into three conceptual levels. I start by considering the six 

theoretical categories that make up the theme ‘Putting research into practice’. These

categories represent those with the lowest level of theoretical abstraction, and 

consequently are those that most closely describe participants’ actions as they 

engage in master’s research. I build on this discussion by considering three of four 

theoretical categories that make up the theme ‘Being professional’ (Chapter 4) 

specifically, the categories: ‘Distinguishing theory from practice’, ‘Journeying’ and 

‘Seeking professional credibility’. Conceptually, these categories link the lower level 

143



categories of ‘Putting research into practice’ with the core category ‘Constructing a 

sense of professional being’. Core categories have particular significance in 

grounded theory studies in that they represent the highest level of theoretical 

abstraction within a given analysis; the category that serves to integrate all other 

theoretical categories into a meaningful whole (Given, 2008). I discuss this category 

last. The conceptual hierarchy of the findings is illustrated in Figure 5.1.

Figure 5.1: A hierarchy of conceptual level

5.2 Searching the literature
I undertook a comprehensive literature search when preparing this chapter. The 

search strategy used was adapted from Hart (1998) and is illustrated in Figure 5.2. 

In step one of this process I determined the purpose of the search as relating to 

theoretical integration (Birks & Mills, 2010). This is significant as it differs from the 

traditional purpose of searching literature as part of a prospective literature review. 

For the purposes of theoretical integration the topic and scope of the literature 

search are directed by the findings of the on-going investigation, and the literature 

found is not used to help formulate decisions relating to methodology, but rather 

treated as a source of data (Birks & Mills, 2010).
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Figure 5.2: Literature searching process 
(Adapted from Hart, 1998)

In accordance with the process outlined in Figure 5.2, I next defined the topic of 

the search. In this case, master’s level research was considered to best represent 

the primary topic of interest. In order to define the scope of the search I formulated a

total of sixty-one prospective search terms from a review of findings outlined in 

Chapters 3 and 4 (see Appendix 7). Furthermore, I opted to limit search results to 

those published within academic sources and those written in English. In order to 

determine the suitability of these terms I conducted a pilot search using the 

University of Chester library online search engine. This search engine represents an

integrated catalogue of library resources including books, e-books, journals, e-

journals and dissertations (held within the University’s open access online 

repository).

During the pilot the titles and abstracts of the first two hundred results from each 

search term were reviewed in relation to their relevance to the search topic. Any 

potentially useful papers identified were archived for later sorting and reading. This 

process facilitated the refining of the search terms based on the monitoring and 

recording of search outcomes for each keyword used (a form of housekeeping 

recommended by Hart, 1998). The results of this process suggested that there was 

a very limited amount of literature available that directly related to master’s level 

study, and that the search terms used were too finely specified, generating 

numerous repeated results. Consequently, I considered it appropriate to refine the 

search terms used, opting for more global terms whilst ensuring relevance to the 

specified search topic. Four search terms were devised: master’s dissertations, 

master’s research, master’s experience and postgraduate research experience. 
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I systematically applied these search terms to six online databases that were 

considered relevant to the search topic (determined in step six of the process 

oulined in Figuire 5.2): CINAHL, SocIndex, PsychInfo, ERIC, Educational Source, 

British Educational Index. Where results from any one database exceeded three 

hundred, search limits were applied in an attempt to further restrict the scope of 

topic (e.g. limiting results to those published in English, or those published in 

academic sources). As with the initial scoping exercise, titles and abstracts were 

scrutinised for their relevance to the search topics and records were kept (in 

accordance to the process oultined by Hart, 1998). Appendix 8 summarises the 

results of this search. 

To further expand the scope of the literature reviewed, I scrutinised the 

reference lists of the papers identified for additional potential sources. Whilst this 

process did not result in many new sources being identified, it did help in the 

identification of several additional resources of interest. For example, the Higher 

Education Statistics Agency (HESA).

The results of both the pilot and the structured search of relevant online 

databases indicated surprisingly few published studies that explored the research 

experience of master’s students. Such a finding is supported by numerous authors

(for example: Anderson et al., 2008; Drennan & Hyde, 2008; Hallett, 2010; Katz, 

2005; Schwartz, 2009; Ward & Dixon, 2014). 

Albeit numerous other references of interest were found, only seventeen studies 

were identified that directly related to some aspect of the student experience of 

master’s research (Table 5.1). Of these: seven papers were limited to explorations 

of the supervisory experiences of master’s students (de Kleijn, Mainhard, Meijer, 

Brekelmans, & Pilot, 2013; de Kleijn, Mainhard, Meijer, Pilot, & Brekelmans, 2012; 

Dysthe, Samara, & Westrheim, 2006; Ginn, 2014; Kirton, Straker, Brown, Jack, & 

Jinks, 2011; Tahir, Ghani, Atek, & Manaf, 2012; Woolhouse, 2002); three related 

specifically to the experience of undertaking a master’s degree by research (Demb 

& Funk, 1999; McCormack, 2004, 2005); two were restricted to the experiences of 

students studying master’s research in a second language (Huang, 2006; Salter-

Dvorak, 2014); and a further two were limited to the experiences of students 

undertaking master’s programmes for purposes of initial professional accreditation

(Landor, 2011; Maaranen & Krokfors, 2007). Whilst each of these studies has in 

some way contributed to the discussion provided below, each can be argued to 

have only limited transferability to the findings of this inquiry.
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Table 5.1: Summary of literature search findings

No
.

Paper Focus Methodology/method Country/sample

1 Demb & Funk,
1999

Learning outcomes achieved by 
students undertaking a master’s 
research thesis in education.

Exploratory, qualitative interviews USA
24 alumni (Education)
7 faculty advisors
3 support administrators
3 graduate assistantship supervisors

2 Woolhouse, 
2002

Relationship between a supervisor and 
a dissertation student undertaking an in-
service master’s course for teachers.

Action research methodology/case study 
approach/interviews

UK
1 student
1 supervisor
(Part of a larger action research project 
involving 5 student/supervisor pairs)

3 McCormack, 
2004

Tensions between student and 
institutional conceptions of postgraduate
research at master’s level.

Narrative inquiry/longitudinal design based on 
yearly interviews throughout candidature of 
participants 

Australia
3 students undertaking master’s by research
(Part of a larger project involving 13 women, 
see also McCormack, 2005)

4 McCormack, 
2005

Experiences of master’s by research 
students, who had either withdrawn, not 
completed, or had taken a very long 
time to complete.

Narrative inquiry/longitudinal design based on 
yearly interviews throughout candidature of 
participants 

Australia
4 students undertaking master’s by research
(Part of a larger project involving 13 women, 
see also McCormack, 2004)

5 Huang, 2006 Explores international students’ 
perspective of undertaking master’s 
dissertations in tourism and hospitality 
management in the UK.

Exploratory qualitative design based on 
grounded theory methods/semi-structured 
interviews

UK
40 international full-time master’s students 

6 Dysthe et al., 
2006

Alternative supervision practices for full-
time Master’s in Education dissertations 
(developed from Lave & Wenger’s 
theory of Legitimised Peripheral 
Participation).

Case study methodology/mixed methods 
(questionnaire, interviews, and recorded group
supervision)

Norway
6 of 11 students returned questionnaires
2 students were interviewed
4 group supervisory sessions were recorded 
(Note: number of participants in these is 
unclear from report)
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No
.

Paper Focus Methodology/method Country/sample

7 Maaranen & 
Krokfors, 2007

Investigated reflective processes, which 
take place in primary school teacher 
education, when conducting research 
for a master’s thesis and reflecting on 
that process.

Qualitative case study based on content 
analysis of reflective essays based on the 
task: “Critically analyze your research process
and your development as a researcher during 
it.” 

Finland
9 graduating class teachers 
(Part of a larger research study researching 
working whilst learning in teacher education)

8 Anderson, 
Day, & 
McLaughlin, 
2008

Student perspectives on the dissertation
process in a master’s degree concerned
with professional practice.

Qualitative/semi-structured interviews

Part of larger project that explored the 
perspectives of faculty and students in relation
to master’s research projects from a taught 
professional master’s programme

UK
15 part-time Master’s in Education students 

9 Drennan & 
Clarke, 2009

Coursework master’s programmes: the 
student’s experience of research and 
research supervision.

Quantitative cross-sectional survey Ireland
220 from a total sample of 322 graduates of 
coursework-based master’s programmes 
(between years 2000-2005) across all 6 of 
Ireland’s institutions offering taught master’s 
programmes in nursing (20 programmes)

10 Kirton et al., 
2011

Colleague supervision of master’s level 
dissertations.

Qualitative design based on phenomenology/ 
semi-structured interviews

UK
7 students and 7 supervisors who had 
experience of colleague supervision within 4 
years of data collection

11 Landor, 2011 Perceptions of recently-qualified 
educational psychologists on the 
effectiveness and impact of their 
master’s level research.

Survey design. Participants were given an 
option to respond by email or by telephone

Note: the methodology is poorly explicated 
within this paper 

UK
18 practising educational psychologists from 
a cohort of 27 recently qualified educational 
psychologists
4 principal educational psychologists or 
programme directors (from a possible 
sample of 34) participated (Note: proportions
are not clearly reported)
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No
.

Paper Focus Methodology/method Country/sample

12 de Kleijn, 
Mainhard, 
Meijer, Pilot, &
Brekelmans, 
2012

Master’s thesis supervision: relations 
between perceptions of the supervisor–
student relationship, final grade, 
perceived supervisor contribution to 
learning and student satisfaction.

Quantitative online survey Netherlands
401 students involved in writing their thesis 
during a 1-year master’s programme across 
3 faculties in a large university (estimated 
response rate of 30%)

13 Tahir et al., 
2012

To examine attributes of effective 
supervision from the research student’s 
perspective.

Quantitative survey

Note: the methodology is poorly explicated 
within this paper

Malaysia
63 respondents from a population of 132 
students enrolled on either master’s or PhD 
programmes (77.8% = master’s students)

Note: obvious errors in reporting of sample 
were noted 

14 de Kleijn, 
Mainhard, 
Meijer, 
Brekelmans, &
Pilot, 2013

Master’s thesis projects: student 
perceptions of supervisor feedback. 

Quantitative online survey Netherlands
1016 students involved in writing their thesis 
during a 1-year master’s programme across 
3 faculties in a large university over the 
period 2009-2011 (estimated response rate 
of 30%)

15 Ginn, 2014 Geography students’ experiences of 
supervision in a neo-liberalising 
university.

A collaborative reflection. Informal (based in a 
pub) facilitated group ‘conversation’

Note: the methodology is poorly explicated 
within this paper

UK
5 students who had completed their masters’
dissertations 2 months prior to data 
collection 

16 Salter-Dvorak,
2014

Considers how course design 
accommodates the adaptation of L2 
(English as a second language) 
students into the early stages of their 
master’s dissertation.

Small-scale longitudinal ethnography, based 
on a case study design, and utilising 
interpretative participant practitioner 
observation

Mixed methods of data collection

UK
8 masters’ students who had participated in 
a module entitled ‘English for academic 
purposes’ agreed to participate. After 6 
weeks this was purposefully reduced to 2 
students
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No
.

Paper Focus Methodology/method Country/sample

17 Ward & Dixon,
2014

An exploration of the research master’s 
experience, both academic and 
emotional, of students undertaking a 
research master’s in education.

Qualitative pilot study. Mixed methods of data 
collection: a single semi-structured focus 
group interview, analysis of academic 
transcripts, and content analysis of 
postgraduate coursework completed

New Zealand 
7 part-time students undertaking a research 
Master’s in Education programme 
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It is noteworthy that only one paper from the seventeen identified focused on 

postgraduate nursing experience (Drennan & Clarke, 2009). However, this paper 

was of limited value given it utilised a quantitative design and failed to adequately 

distinguish between theory-based and practice-based research experiences, 

instead focusing on the research and supervisory experience of participants 

throughout their master’s programme as a whole. 

Two papers related to more open qualitative explorations of students’ master’s 

research experience, and thus facilitated a greater potential for comparison to the 

findings of this study. Both of these studies investigated the dissertation research 

experiences of qualified teachers undertaking taught master’s studies (Anderson et 

al., 2008; Ward & Dixon, 2014). Whilst caution is needed in transferring findings 

from another professional discipline, several similarities between the samples of 

these studies and that used here can be argued to exist. For example: each study 

explored the dissertation research experiences of qualified professionals 

undertaking a taught master’s programme; each focused on experienced 

professionals returning to study; and, with the exception of Ward and Dixon (2014) 

whose sample included a small proportion of full-time students, each study focused 

on students studying part-time whilst in some form of professional employment. The

paper by Anderson et al. was also considered significant in that it represented one 

of the very few papers that originated from within the United Kingdom. Both papers 

represent key resources for this discussion.

In conclusion: the paucity of research with which to directly compare the findings

of this inquiry represents an unexpected outcome. For instance, it stands in stark 

contrast to the volume of literature available on experiences of doctoral research

(Anderson et al., 2008; Drennan & Clarke, 2009; Ward & Dixon, 2014). This is 

particularly surprising when one considers the relative numbers of students involved

in these programmes (see Section 1.3.2, p. 8). Whilst it is possible to argue that 

parallels may exist between master’s and PhD research (for example, see Maunder,

Gordon-Finlayson, Callaghan, & Roberts, 2012), it is equally possible to counter that

there is a lack of empirical evidence on which to base such comparisons, and 

therefore caution is needed in generalising the findings from studies related to PhD 

experiences to the context of master’s research (and vice versa). Such conclusions 

help to elevate the importance of this thesis. 
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5.3 Research as professional practice
In Chapter 3 I presented six theoretical categories that collectively represent the 

theme “Putting research into practice”. Combined, these categories describe the 

processes involved when clinical nurses conduct a master’s degree research 

project, thereby meeting objective one of this inquiry. Here I will discuss each of 

these processes in relation to extant knowledge, further developing the argument 

that undertaking master’s research represents a form of personal professional 

practice.

In order to structure this section of the chapter I have opted to present the 

discussion using the same order of presentation used within Chapter 3. I remind the

reader that whilst this ordering insinuates a linear flow from one process to another, 

in reality the various processes described overlap significantly. Fisher (2011) and 

Williams (2014) both support the notion that the experience of master’s research is 

a non-linear process.

5.3.1 Planning research of personal professional value
In Chapter 3 I identified three mechanisms said to be related to the process of 

‘Planning the project’: ‘Deciding on the topic to research’, ‘Making an initial proposal’

and ‘Making changes to the initial proposal’. Whilst there is a lack of published 

literature relating to the experiences of students planning their master’s research 

projects, parallels between the planning processes described in Chapter 3 and the 

wider context of master’s research can still be identified. This section will explore 

these aspects in turn. Throughout this section I will develop the argument that 

participants planned their research projects strategically, taking into account the 

professional credibility that could be gained as a consequence of the experience. 

5.3.1.1 Deciding on a topic to research
Deciding on a topic to research is commonly recognised as representing the starting

point of a research journey, and is acknowledged as being a difficult process for 

master’s students (Biggam, 2011; Denscombe, 2012; Hart, 2004; Lei, 2009; Salter-

Dvorak, 2014; Useem, 1997). Within this study participants sought to link their 

choice of research topic to their curriculum, profession and personal practice. Liz 

exemplifies this well:

Liz: […] I felt I had to tick all those boxes, so it had to keep me motivated, 

um, be of benefit to my employer, benefit to my colleagues, benefit to my 
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peers, and I felt I had to be able to justify um, doing this within my working 

role, and I had to come up with these tick boxes if you like.

Such an approach can be said to indicate the adoption of a strategic approach 

to research practice, and concurs with the advice of numerous ‘how-to’ guides

(Denscombe, 2012; Fisher, 2011; Hart, 2004; Lei, 2009). Furthermore, the findings 

can be argued to both relate to and extend those of Anderson et al. (2008). 

To explain: Anderson et al. (2008) identified three forms of intrinsic motivation 

that were thought to underpin the participants’ purposes in undertaking research, 

and were thereby thought influential in their choice of dissertation topic. These 

included: practice-based intrinsic motivations whereby participants connected their 

research to their professional practice; academic intrinsic motivations which related 

to a desire to progress intellectually and finding the process interesting; and 

personal intrinsic motivations relating to an individual’s own interest in satisfying a 

personal involvement, development and/or challenge. Despite Anderson’s interview 

study focusing on only fifteen professionals recruited from a single programme 

within a faculty of education, several parallels can be argued to exist between the 

results described above and those found in this study. For instance, it is a short 

conceptual leap to correlate the intrinsic motivations identified by Anderson et al.

(2008) to the finding presented here, that participants seek to make “real” (Holly) 

their experience of master’s research by linking their research to their practice role. 

However, it is important to note that in the context of this inquiry, participants did

not distinguish their motivations for dissertation study from the motivations for other 

aspects of the master’s process. For example, several participants, including Grace,

at least in part undertook their master’s study in response to a perceived threat to 

their existing professional role: 

Grace: […] I was working part-time and I kind of knew that when I finished 

my degree that… that… I knew in my heart that that wasn’t it. Umm. But 

also there was lots of sort of rumblings and things that to have a specialist 

nurse post, to guarantee your post, you need a higher degree.

Many others sought some form of role transformation, often associated with 

gaining a specialist qualification recordable with the NMC (Felicity, Emily, Abigail, 

Jessica, Peter, Oliver, Bobby, Alice and Liz). In each case, the personal motivation 

for undertaking master’s study can be conceived as strategic and not, as is 

suggested by Anderson et al. (2008), intrinsic. Furthermore, the decision to forge a 
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connection between research and practice may be argued to relate to a perceived 

need by participants to demonstrate the legitimacy of research as professional 

development.

The motivational differences that exist between the findings of this study and 

that of Anderson et al. (2008) may in part be related to differences in professional 

discipline and context. Lei (2009), Hart (2004) and Denscombe (2012) each 

recommend that students should choose a research topic connected to both the 

discipline being studied and the culture of the university department in which they 

study. Consequently, it is possible that the cultural/academic context of the 

educational professionals contributing to the Anderson et al. (2008) study differed 

significantly from those in this study. The lack of clarity in this regard suggests that 

more research is needed to examine the perceived relationship between master’s 

curricula and the choice of research dissertations.

5.3.1.2 Planning the initial proposal
Published guidance on how to plan a master’s research project commonly advises 

students to carefully consider the resource requirements of their proposed project

(Denscombe, 2012; C. Fisher, 2011; Hart, 2004; Lei, 2009; Useem, 1997). Within 

this study participants evidenced doing this strategically by considering the scope, 

practicality and funding implications of their proposed projects (see Section 3.2.5, p.

103). Peter, as a case example, illustrated that he had attempted to consider the 

resources implications at the outset of his initial proposal:

Peter (I1): […] It was something I could see was a very, umm, tangible… it 

was very, umm, I wouldn't say easy to do, but it was certainly doable, and 

within the framework of what you need to do for a master’s, and the time I 

would have to spend on it, err, it certainly seemed as though it would be 

something I would be able to do within that framework.

Similarly, various ‘how-to’ guides recommend that a project should be selected 

for its ease of implementation (Biggam, 2011; C. Fisher, 2011; Hart, 2004) and its 

tractability (Hart, 2004; Useem, 1997). However, only some of the participants within

this study sought to use such a strategy (Kate and Oliver choosing projects for their 

apparent “ease”). It is interesting to note that several participants opted to undertake

more challenging projects with greater potential for professional impact. Indeed, 

most participants expressed a strong desire to ensure that the research connected 
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to their personal professional practice. Grace stated this clearly, and related her 

rationale to maintaining motivation:

Grace: […] I mean why would I do something if it is not going to help what 

I… if it is not going to benefit my practice, and what I do on a day-to-day 

basis. It would be much harder to, umm, I think, to motivate myself to do it if 

it didn’t have some relevance to my practice.

In such cases seeking professional credibility can be argued to have trumped 

issues of practicality as participants sought to establish a sense of importance to 

their research. This finding is supported by Denscombe’s (2012) observation that 

students, when selecting topics to research, normally respond to the perceived 

requirements of those who will evaluate the research and thereby legitimise the 

research product. Such a perspective can be said to add support to the argument 

that participants plan their research proposals strategically in response to various 

perceived legitimised processes (in order to appear professionally credible). 

5.3.1.3 Making changes to the initial proposal
In a further example of strategic planning for maximised professional credibility, 

participants continually engaged in a process of ‘Making necessary changes’ 

throughout their research journey. In the initial stages of the dissertation process, up

to the point where ethical approval was granted, participants can be argued to 

continually refine their proposals in order to demonstrate professional legitimacy to 

those involved in the governance of research. 

For instance Emily was advised by a professor on the Faculty Ethics Committee 

to re-design her project despite the project being previously approved by her 

research methods tutor and supervisor:

Emily: […] I thought it was all alright. You know? I had submitted it to my 

research proposal module. It was fine. […] I went to see (research module 

leader) and, umm, he was happy with the model that… You know, that… 

That I'd taken. Umm. But then (professor from ethics committee) said, “do 

this" and she was right.

Similarly, Felicity was advised to change her initial proposal when meeting with 

her supervisor at the outset of her dissertation module: 
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Felicity: […] you thought you had it sorted for your research module and 

then you’ve got your supervisor for the actual dissertation and she says “no, 

don't do it like that", and you think oh my God! And then they tell you how to 

do it, which was fine, which ended up being a randomised controlled trial.

This finding is supported by Pilcher’s (2011) observation that variance can exist 

between academics in relation to their interpretation of what the product of a 

master’s dissertation should look like; master’s research representing an “elusive 

chameleon” (p. 29). Moreover, it extends Pilcher’s analysis: demonstrating that such

variance can lead to students receiving conflicting messages in relation to their 

proposed research and responding to this based on their perception of power. 

It is also important to note that all the participants in this study, regardless of 

university or programme, made their initial research plans during a module taken 

some time before their dissertation began. Hence, with the exception of the two 

participants who completed master’s degrees through work-based learning (Kate 

and Hayley), the participants didn’t have access to formal supervision until after 

their initial plans were completed and assessed. Numerous ‘how-to’ guides 

recommend that students utilise their supervisor to help focus their research plans

(Biggam, 2011; Denscombe, 2012; C. Fisher, 2011; Hart, 2004; Lei, 2009; Useem, 

1997). However, the findings of this study would suggest that this notion is 

problematic in practice. In several instances, inconsistencies in the advice provided 

to participants led to them needing to make major modifications to their initial plan, 

and in the case of Emily “to start over again”.

5.3.2 Ethics: Journeying towards professional legitimacy
Seeking professional credibility is also central to participants’ experiences of ‘Going 

through ethics’. Chapter 3 defines ‘Going through ethics’ as a process whereby 

participants attempt to gain ethical approval to carry out their research. For most, 

the need to gain ethical clearance for their proposed projects represented a 

milestone in their research journey; a point at which they were required to formally 

demonstrate the professional legitimacy of their research plans. Ethical approval is 

thus recognised as a formal requirement:

“Abigail (I2): It’s just a tick box and then I can go and… they know I am 

going to be safe… the way I am going to conduct myself, and I go and 
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interview, and… well recruit and interview my participants. So it’s another 

milestone that I’ve got to go and…

‘Going through ethics’ thus becomes a process of credentialing; ethical 

clearance being represented and perceived as a requisite form of professional 

credibility, and the ethics committee the gate-keepers. Having passed the scrutiny 

of one or more ethical committees the participant’s proposed research can be 

shown to be ethical. However, as will be argued, such an assertion may be 

contested. 

Several participants described their experiences of ‘Going through ethics’ as 

stressful, daunting and filled with uncertainty. Jessica reduces such feelings to a 

simple statement, “it became bigger than I think it needed to be”. From those 

describing similar experiences within the literature such feelings may in part be due 

to being confronted with the biomedical model commonly adopted by most research

ethics committees (Downs, 2011; Fistein & Quilligan, 2012; Sikes & Piper, 2010). 

This can lead to a clash in paradigmatic viewpoint between researcher and the 

ethics committee (Parsell, Ambler, & Jacenyik-Trawoger, 2014). Within this inquiry, 

several participants commented that they experienced difficulty as a consequence 

of the ethics committee not understanding the qualitative nature of their proposals; 

again Jessica provides a clear example in relation to her experience of NHS-REC:

Jessica: […] They didn't get the whole lived experience phenomenology… I 

can't even say the word… qualitative, umm, research. They just didn't get it 

at all.

Given the difficulties expressed by participants in relation to the process of 

gaining ethical approval, it was somewhat surprising that so many of the participants

opted to undertake research that required both University and NHS-REC approval. 

It is possible to argue that this is in part due to a lack of experience and “naivety” 

(Emily) in terms of research governance procedures on the part of the participants. 

However, it may also relate to the power imbalance perceived between participants 

and their advisors (see Section 5.3.1, p. 149). Similarly, it may relate to the 

participants’ desire for the research to have value to their own professional role.

All of those who undertook an application for ethics approval commented on 

some aspect of the bureaucracy involved when going through the process. Many 

described feeling unprepared, and several concurred with Fistein and Quilligan’s

(2012) opinion that the process can be overwhelming. For instance, Felicity 
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described feeling “completely out of my depth” in relation to the process of ethical 

approval. Such comments can be argued to relate to tensions that inherently exist 

between processes of learning and doing. For example: Ellis and Peckover (2003, 

p. 37) state:

There is an inevitable tension in the expectation that novice researchers are 

able to produce written applications and proposals at the commencement of 

their study for projects that are judged of an adequate standard to meet 

research governance approval.

Put simply: within the current system of ethical review used by universities and 

the NHS, there is an expectation that learners will be able to demonstrate having 

ethical competence at the outset of their learning. Evidence from this study 

suggests such an expectation may be unsound; participants reported the methods 

of preparing them for the experience of ethics were insufficient for their needs:

Grace: […] You need to get ethical approval. And obviously we had the… 

the… you know… the sessions, Umm… because you have like the sessions

once a month, I think they were, in college about doing a dissertation and 

what you need to do. Umm. I don’t think that really prepared me, umm, 

because I had no clue what is involved.

Such an approach to ethical governance is ironic if one accepts the arguments 

of Guillemin and Gillam (2004), who describe two core dimensions of ethical 

practice: procedural ethics, relating to the processes of gaining ethical approval; and

“ethics in practice”, representative of the day-to-day ethical decision making that is 

involved during the implementation of research. Inherent within this 

conceptualisation is the notion that competence in research ethics relates to the 

whole process of research and not just the commencement of a project (Parsell et 

al., 2014). Therefore, current systems of governance can be criticised as setting too 

high a standard at the outset of the students’ experiential learning process, and 

providing insufficient monitoring and support as they attempt to implement their 

proposed studies. Added to this criticism is the observation by several authors that 

research governance procedures are unwieldy, and so time-consuming as to make 

them unsuitable for master’s level research (Ellis & Peckover, 2003; Fistein & 

Quilligan, 2012; Gelling, 2010; Gill & Burnard, 2009). 
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In acknowledging ‘Going through ethics’ as a legitimised process, participants 

recognised ethical approval for their research as a professional rule that had to be 

obeyed. Therefore they described ethical committees as undertaking a gate-keeping

role, recognising them as having the power to prevent the implementation of their 

research. Sophie illustrates:

Sophie: […] you want to get it right first time. Because if you don't and you 

have to reapply, you've got that added pressure of going through the whole 

thing again.

Such a role is acknowledged within the literature (Fistein & Quilligan, 2012; Gill 

& Burnard, 2009; Parsell et al., 2014; Sikes & Piper, 2008, 2010). As described in 

the previous section, this perception of power may explain why some participants 

acquiesce to the recommendations of the committee (Denscombe, 2012). However,

not all do, some opting to fight their corner. For example, Jessica challenged the 

committee in relation to a decision associated to terminology she was permitted to 

use:

Jessica: […] In fact I went back to the ethical committee three times to get it 

through… or they are just… they didn't seem to get it at all. First of all I 

wasn't allowed to call… say increased BMI, umm, but I wasn't allowed to call

them obese or… it was all this. I said, “Well obese is a technical term. That 

is what you call somebody who's got…" […] I said “well”, you know? “What 

do you want me to call these women? What… I am looking at women with a 

BMI of above thirty, you tell me what… what do you want me to call them?" 

Anyway, nobody… there was like twelve people around the table and 

nobody came to conclusion, so we ended up increased BMI, which is what it

started with in the first place!

Challenging an ethics committee’s decision may in part be related to the 

inherent implication that non-ethical research is unprofessional. In short, participants

who challenged an ethics committee’s decision chose to defend a perceived threat 

to their professional credibility. Tied into this assertion is the representation of 

professionalism as relating directly to professional ethical practice. Guillemin and 

Gillam (2004) assert that all professional codes of conduct in some way refer to 

various ethical dimensions of professionalism. To illustrate, whilst the latest iteration

of ‘The Code: Professional Standards of Practice and Behaviour for Nurses and 
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Midwives’ (NMC, 2015c) only uses one explicit reference to ethics, numerous 

ethical dimensions are implied throughout the document. These include, but are not 

limited to: autonomy, beneficence, non-maleficence, advocacy, consent, 

confidentiality, honesty and veracity. Guillemin and Gillam (2004) are of the opinion 

that such codes are insufficient for research governance purposes; a justified stance

given the chequered history of medical ethics (Fistein & Quilligan, 2012). However, 

given the prominence of ethics to conceptions of professionalism, it is possible to 

appreciate how questioning of a proposed study by ethics committees could be 

interpreted as some form of questioning of a practitioner’s professional credibility. 

Furthermore, given that ethics committees focus on approval rather than practice, 

codes of conduct, such as that published by the NMC, can be argued to represent 

an important cornerstone for decisions regarding ethical conduct within any form of 

personal professional practice.

Finally, it is important to note that not all participants needed to gain approval 

from an ethics committee before implementing their studies. In particular, Ruby, 

Hayley and Sally represent outliers when compared to the processes engaged with 

by all other participants. Ruby, for instance, stated that a Trust R&D officer advised 

her that her study didn’t require either University or NHS ethical approval. In 

contrast, Hayley found it impossible to gain sponsorship for her proposed study and 

was eventually advised that her proposal:

Hayley: […] wasn't [a] piece of research at all it was an audit. So that was 

the way the Trust sort of, you know, their washing their hands of it.

In each instance, the actions of the advisors concerned can be argued to have 

diverted the safeguards that research governance processes were intended to 

uphold. In so doing, these actions can themselves be suggested to be unethical, a 

point raised by Fistein and Quilligan (2012). However, it is worth stressing that in 

such instances permission to continue was still obtained by the participant from a 

source of authority (the Trust’s R&D office). As such, ‘Going through ethics’ can be 

interpreted to represent a universal element of a participant’s research journey. 

Whilst not all participants may follow an identical process, none can continue until 

approval has been granted from some recognised authority. Once permission is 

obtained, participants can take the next step on their research journey and 

implement their approved plans.
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5.3.3 Practising research – implementing the research plan
‘Implementing the plan’ recognises that participants act to implement their approved

research plans within a complex context of professional practice. As such, 

participants problematise their practice of research, and employ various 

mechanisms to manage the complexity encountered. They do so by regarding 

research as another aspect of their personal professional practice. 

The specific mechanisms for managing complexity in relation to research 

practice include: utilising existing professional awareness, adapting the approach 

used, and accepting necessary limitations. Here, I will argue that the approach used

by participants shares several similarities to Schön’s theory of professional practice

(Schön, 1991). However, I will suggest that this research extends our understanding

of reflective practice, proposing that reflective forms of knowing always occur within 

a real-time reflexive construction of professional ‘Being’. In addition, I will argue that 

by accepting some problems as beyond their capabilities to correct, participants 

‘Seek professional credibility’ by formally acknowledging and assessing the 

limitations of necessary compromises.

5.3.3.1 Problematising research practice
According to Schön (1991), professionals problematise practice in order to make 

sense of the complex context in which they are required to operate. He refers to the 

management of such complexity as “artful practice” (p. 19), requiring practitioners to

move away from the context-less limitations of technical-rational thinking, to a more 

complex sense of constructed reality wherein knowing-how is often tacit, and action 

involves processes of reflection. Such a conception of practice can be argued to 

support the findings of this inquiry in that participants are argued to problematise 

their practice when attempting to implement their research plans. 

In this study approved research plans represented a technical-rational 

abstraction of practice, akin to Schön’s “hard ground” (1991, p. 42), whereby 

practitioners attempted to make use of theory without taking full account of the 

complex context in which they would eventually operate. In so doing, participants 

emphasised a distinction between their perception of knowing-about research and 

knowing-how to research (see Section 4.2.1, p. 115). Participants described their 

experiences of ‘Implementing the plan’ as being far more complicated than outlined 

within their research plans. For instance, Peter described a sense of uncertainty as 

he prepared to facilitate his first focus group:
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Peter (I1): […] It is all right reading all the, you know, the medical or the 

nursing research books and things, and they tell you what to do with this, 

and the prompts and things, but until you actually get in and do the nitty-

gritty, and do it, umm, it is difficult. […] So I… I suppose on day one you 

have written a plan, now you have got to put it into practice… the research 

plan, you have got a degree of trepidation… how it is going to work.

Doing research thus required participants to translate research theory into 

research practice. This involved making frequent and nuanced judgements of 

specific practice contexts; problematising practice in order to work out how to use 

knowledge and skills that are new and unfamiliar. 

For numerous participants practising research becomes a discombobulating and

stressful, if ultimately rewarding, experience. Amelia described this well:

Amelia: [...] there was the odd time that actually started to impact on my 

practice in that I would think I don't know what I'm talking about any more, 

and… you know what I mean? So sometimes the process, the thing that I 

was looking at was erm... it was about a clinical risk assessment and, you 

know, at the time was a pretty confident risk assessor. Umm... I was working

in casualty at the time, umm... and I remember that the times when I maybe 

I would've been… had a run of doing something on the Master’s and then 

start to think "shit you don't really know anything about this anymore". So I 

remember sometimes feeling that my… my confidence in terms of practice 

wobbling a bit. And that wasn't nice, that was quite uncomfortable, but at the

same time I understand the process you’re doing this, and inevitably, it 

makes you think differently

This represents a view of practice that is closer to Schön’s “swampy lowland 

where situations are confusing ‘messes’ incapable of technical solution” (1991, p. 

42). In short: ‘Implementing the plan’ required the development and use of practice-

based know-how to identify and creatively manage practice-based professional 

problems. According to Schön this know-how requires processes of reflection.

Schön (1991) identifies two forms of reflection, and argues that both are used by

professionals when addressing practice problems: reflection-in-action and reflection-

on-action. Reflection-in-action relates to a tacit recall of know-how that directs action

in managing routine practice problems. Reflection-on-action describes a process 

whereby the professional encounters an unusual practice problem requiring a 
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conscious adaptation of normal practice (e.g. the conscious application of 

theoretical knowledge to problem solving). 

These processes can be argued to resonate with the findings of this inquiry. As 

an example, a participant can be argued to have demonstrated their use of 

reflection whenever they attempted to utilise their existing professional awareness 

to consciously adapt their approach to a specific practice problem. To illustrate, 

Sally demonstrated her ability to reflect-on-practice when encountering an ethical 

dilemma during data collection (see quote in Section 3.2.3.2, p. 90). Of particular 

note is the fact that Sally reflected on her experience as a paediatric intensive care 

nurse to inform her professional judgement when faced with a new practice context. 

However, the findings of this inquiry suggest participants’ attempts to problem 

solve are more complex than the notions of reflection in and on action may at first 

imply. For example, professional ontology theory suggests that any reflectively 

derived self-action (tacit or conscious) is always filtered through an awareness of 

‘being-in-the-moment’. Therefore, whilst reflection-in-action may be used to access 

tacit professional know-how, such knowledge is continuously and reflexively 

evaluated in terms of its impact on professional ‘Being’. The immediate social 

repercussions of self-action are therefore assessed in order to reaffirm and reinforce

the individual’s perception of ‘being-a-credible-professional’. Hence, Sally’s 

approach to the ethical dilemma she faced does not utilise only reflection-on-action 

to determine self-action, but also a tacit real-time reflexive construction of 

professional ‘Being’.

5.3.3.2 Recognising limitations when practising research
Participants reported that they tried to protect their research; seeking wherever 

possible to resolve problematic issues related to the implementation of their 

research plans, and adapting their plans if considered necessary. Emily provides an

illustration relating to recruitment:

Emily: […] So I needed doctors involvement, midwife involvement. For 

recruitment the antenatal clinic was my first point of call, and I didn't get 

anybody recruited from there at all. […]  So my original plan for recruitment 

didn't work. Umm. So I had to revisit it and think again.

Such conduct can be interpreted to represent an attempt to maximise the quality

of the research, and thereby maximise the potential professional credibility 
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completing such a study may bring. However, on occasion, circumstances proved to

be beyond the participant’s ability to control, either as a consequence of the 

resources available, or the inconvenience adapting plans may have caused. When 

participants were unable to resolve or manage such issues, they opted to 

compromise the standard of their work and accept any repercussions as limitations 

of the research. For instance, Oliver adopted a pragmatic attitude to problems 

encountered during data collection, simply opting to acknowledge these as 

limitations of his study:

Oliver: […] although one student didn't turn up so I just basically said, you 

know, it's written up… it's documented in the limitations of the study that 

there was actually nine participants. May have had an effect on the results, 

may not have.

A review of the limited literature related to the research experiences of master’s 

students revealed no evidence to help corroborate this finding. However, the need 

for researchers to critically and honestly acknowledge the limitations of their 

research are well founded within literature (Caldwell, Henshaw, & Taylor, 2005; 

Connelly, 2013; Coughlan, Cronin, & Ryan, 2007; Ingham-Broomfield, 2008; Polit & 

Beck, 2009; Puhan et al., 2012; Rebar et al., 2010). Furthermore, honesty, veracity 

and disclosure are accepted professional values within nursing (NMC, 2015c). 

Consequently, it can be argued that in openly and honestly acknowledging the 

procedural limitations in the research undertaken, participants are seeking to 

demonstrate their professional credibility. It is also worth noting that in 

acknowledging the implications of research limitations, participants demonstrated 

knowledge, further supporting their credibility claims.

5.3.4 Networking as a source of support
Chapter 3 identifies networking as an essential process that participants utilised to 

access support when completing their research. This finding supports McSherry and

Warr’s (2008) assertion that networking represents an essential element of personal

practice development. Chapter 3 identified support as originating from a myriad of 

potential sources that can be classified into three categories of network: 

professional, educational and social. In addition, numerous mechanisms for 

accessing support are identified, and several consequences of ‘Networking for 

support’ are recognised. In discussing these findings I will argue that the existing 
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literature related to supporting master’s research is weighted too heavily towards 

the role of university-based models of supervision, and that as a consequence the 

implications of the range of support networks reported in this study risk being 

underplayed. Furthermore, I will suggest that master’s research students have 

restricted access to key sources of support. To further this argument I will refer to 

Lave and Wenger’s theory of Communities of Practice (CoP) (Lave & Wenger, 

1991; Wenger, 1999; Wenger-Traynor & Wenger-Traynor, 2015).

5.3.4.1 Sources of support 
As outlined in Section 5.2 (p. 141), the literature search conducted in preparation of 

this chapter identified a developing body of work that examined particular sources of

support for students undertaking research. Predominantly, this literature related to 

the supervision of master’s research (Anderson et al., 2006; de Kleijn et al., 2013, 

2012; Dysthe et al., 2006; Ginn, 2014; Kirton et al., 2011; Maunder et al., 2012; 

Pilcher, 2011). Albeit other sources of support were also represented including: peer

support (Johnston, 1995; Stracke & Kumar, 2014; van Swet, Smit, Corvers, & van 

Dijk, 2009) and online support (Augustsson & Jaldemark, 2014; Dimitrova, Lau, & 

O’Rourke, 2011). Whilst this literature has proven interesting its scope is notably 

restricted to the support provided directly by the universities in which the students 

study. When compared to the findings presented in Chapter 3 this restriction 

appears limiting, and it can be argued that alternative sources of support, indicated 

here as being valued by participants, are underplayed. 

5.3.4.1.1 Educational support 
Educational support networks are argued to be important to the participants of this 

inquiry. Appendix 5.1 indicates that the participants within this inquiry recruited allies

from a range of educational contacts including supervisors, lecturers, professors, 

peers and various administrators. At face value, such a finding appears to contradict

Johnston’s (1995) argument that those undertaking master’s research experience a 

“restricted network of resources” within the academic setting (p. 281). However, it is 

important not to confuse scope of support with quality of support. Whilst Appendix 

5.1 helps to illustrate the range of academic support to which participants are 

potentially exposed, it does little to indicate whether the support accessed actually 

met their needs. Indeed, the findings presented in Chapter 3 indicate that networks 

of support are perceived as being restricted.
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Participants’ descriptions of supervision provide an example. Whilst participants 

recognised their supervisors as valued allies, they were not always satisfied with the

support provided and were described as “wanting more back” (Abigail I1). The 

following quote from Holly helps illustrate further:

Holly: […] I think sometimes I did get some frustrated when it came to 

supervision in terms of, umm, people expecting me to be… the supervisor 

expecting me to be there at that time, and actually coming away and not 

being sure of what I needed to change, or what I needed to… needed to do. 

So I think I came in sometimes, umm, or go out… go away, should I say, not

feeling quite as clear as I thought I might have felt, you know? When I went 

into that discussion.

This finding is in part consistent with the findings of Anderson et al. (2008) and 

Ward and Dixon (2014) who both identified a minority of students as being 

dissatisfied with their master’s research supervision. However, in contrast to these 

findings, none of the participants within this study reported being wholly dissatisfied 

with their supervisor. Rather, most reported some sense of ‘wanting more’. This 

indicates that participants had at least a partial level of satisfaction with their 

supervisory experience. However, it is important to note that several participants 

reported being very satisfied with their experience of supervision. Peter provides an 

example:

Peter (I1): […] I have to say at this point my mentor… supervisor… I can't 

remember I think they call them supervisors don't they? (Supervisors name) 

was brilliant. Umm. She got me through it.

Common sources of dissatisfaction identified in this study related to wanting 

more practical direction, and having restricted or limited supervisory access (as 

illustrated by the quote from Holly above). Such problems concur with those issues 

identified by both Anderson et al. (2008) and Ward and Dixon (2014) as leading to 

feelings of dissatisfaction. 

Several participants within this study reported that they wanted more of a 

personal relationship with their supervisor. In some cases this was as simple as 

wanting their supervisor to occasionally reach out to them (e.g. Sophie and 

Jessica). In others it related to wanting to connect with their supervisor on a more 

personal level. Abigail, for instance, stated:
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Abigail (I1): […] I guess I wanted more of a relationship with my supervisor. 

And I didn't get it really… and it was just like I went in, asked a couple of 

questions and then went out again, and I don't know it just feels a little bit 

more formal, but I got what I needed to get, and it didn't impact on my 

master’s…  

Interpreted succinctly: participants wanted to sense that their supervisor cared. 

Support for this finding is reported by de Kleijn et al. (2012) who identified that 

learners wanted to feel that supervisors were personally involved in their projects. 

Similarly, Hallett (2010) suggests that it is vital that the “supporter” of postgraduate 

students knows the learner in order for support mechanisms to be effective. 

However it is perhaps both undesirable and unrealistic to expect supervision 

relationships to involve a deep personal connection. Indeed, it should be 

remembered that the role of supervisor is complex, entwining responsibilities for 

personal support with those of assessment (Anderson et al., 2006; Kember, 1999; 

van Swet et al., 2009). As such, too close a relationship and the supervisor can 

potentially risk losing their ability to remain objective (van Swet et al., 2009), whilst 

too distant and the learner feels unsupported. de Kleijn et al. (2012) argue that 

supervision thus represents a careful balancing act between support and control.

Whilst the example of supervision relates to only one of many allies identified 

from within the types of educational network illustrated in Chapter 3 (see Appendix 

5.1), it is clear that a participant’s ability to recognise educational allies does not 

always equate with access to support that meets their needs; thus supporting 

Johnston’s (1995) assertion that access to support for master’s dissertation 

students is restricted. In a further example, disconnected from the notion of 

supervision, several participants, including Grace, observed that their access to 

peers was limited throughout their dissertation module: 

Grace: [..,] I was never part of a group. Umm. I just sort of plodded along 

myself.

This finding supports that of Drennan and Clarke (2009) whose survey of 322 

master’s students identified that university departments did little to foster social 

contact with peers or integration within the academic community. 
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5.3.4.1.2 Professional and social support 
Chapter 3 identified two additional support networks that participants frequently 

utilised: professional support networks and social networks. Both support networks 

are portrayed as being valuable to the participants of this inquiry. For instance, both 

professional and social networks are often utilised as surrogates when educational 

networks fail to provide the support wanted. As a case example, Alice identified how

she sought practical direction from within the Trust when accessing support at the 

university proved too difficult: 

Alice: […] seeking expertise was difficult because of the distance had to 

travel to get to the University. And, umm… working with, networking with 

others during that. And there was one individual at the Trust who supported 

me in… quite a bit, and, coming back to the Trust was difficult because I 

was off for a year. However I did come back to the Research Department 

and (Trust R&D officer) was the head of research then and was instrumental

in… in supporting me, umm… trying to manage the lack of in-depth 

knowledge to deliver on this.

Similarly, Grace reported using her practice colleagues as a source of support in

lieu of a peer group.

However, in contrast, some participants (Sophie and Ruby) commented that 

they received no support from within their workplace in relation to their research. For

instance, Sophie, when asked about the support she received from her employer, 

stated: 

Sophie: […] There isn't anything there now. Nothing at all.

Others, most typically those on seconded programmes, reported that their 

employer had been supportive of their research, but then later demonstrated 

restrictions to the support they had received. Usually these restrictions related to 

limitations in provision of support for the actual practice of research. Felicity helps 

illustrate: when asked what practical support she had received towards her 

research, other than being released for one day a week as part of her secondment, 

she replied: “Absolutely nothing”.

Given the emphasis participants of this study give to non-academic sources of 

support, it is surprising that other research studies examining the experience of 

master’s research from the student perspective do not also highlight their 
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importance. One possible explanation for this relates to the different sample 

populations being utilised. Regardless, by restricting the scope of support networks 

explored, it can be argued that such studies present an incomplete picture of the 

range of support networks participants engage with when undertaking master’s 

research. This is particularly significant given that Chapter 1 argued that nurses, as 

an example of students undertaking a professionally focused academic programme,

face multiple significant practice-based barriers when undertaking research (see 

Section 1.3.4.4, p. 21).

5.3.4.2 Networks of support as ‘Communities of practice’ 
The use of various networks of support described within this study can be compared

to theory related to Communities of Practice (CoP) (Lave & Wenger, 1991; Wenger, 

1999; Wenger-Traynor & Wenger-Traynor, 2015). Indeed, there exists a precedent 

for the use of such theory in relation to the support of master’s dissertation students:

Salter-Dvorak (2014) utilised CoP theory in her post-structuralist review of support 

provided to non-native speakers during their master’s research. Furthermore, 

Maunder et al. (2012) utilised CoP to theoretically discuss master’s research 

apprenticeship in psychology. However, in both papers the discussion provided is 

limited to a single CoP; that provided to the student by the university.

According to Lave and Wenger (1991) at any point in time an individual will have

various involvements with numerous different CoP. From this theoretical 

perspective, it is possible to suggest that each support network classified in Chapter

3 illustrates at least one type of CoP with which the participants of this study 

connect. 

Furthermore, when CoP theory is related to the central argument of this chapter 

– that nurses undertaking master’s research accommodate and adjust to the 

experience by incorporating actions of research into their existing constructions of 

personal professional practice – it becomes possible to argue that learning research

practice (research know-how) occurs primarily where participants undertake 

research practice, that is within their professional communities of practice. Such a 

proposition would help explain the emphasis participants place on utilising 

professional networks of support, and would question the current practice of 

universities providing support for research only within the academic setting.

169



5.3.5  Strategically  managing  resources  to  enable  research
practice
Chapter 3 positions the theoretical category “Managing precious resources” as 

being fundamental to each participant’s attempt to practice research. In particular, 

participants are shown to adopt a strategic approach to their assessment and 

management of resources: often weighing up the resource implications of a 

particular topic before committing, and then continually monitoring the resource 

requirements throughout the project. Similarly, deliberate mechanisms for the pro-

active management of resources are demonstrated. These include: actively 

searching out resources through networking, time management techniques such as 

planning and prioritisation, and a willingness to compromise where necessary. Here,

I will show that such strategies share several similarities to more generalised coping

strategies for part-time study (Kember, 1999, 2005; Kember & Leung, 2004; Yum et

al., 2005). Furthermore, I will argue such strategic approaches are not restricted to a

participant’s research practice, but are rather reflective of mechanisms commonly 

depended upon within everyday personal professional practice. 

5.3.5.1 Resource management as a strategy for coping with part-
time study
Part-time study is recognised as being challenging as a consequence of adult 

learners needing to juggle pre-existing work, family and social commitments with the

added demands of study (Kember, 1999). It is possible to argue that in the context 

of master’s research such challenges increase substantially. For example, the 

findings of this inquiry identify that for most participants, the experience of 

undertaking master’s research represented a different and more challenging form of

learning to that previously experienced. A position illustrated by Sophie:

Sophie: I feel left… (slight pause) You’re left on your own to do a lot of it 

aren't you? (Laughs) In the big world out there! Yeah. I think that’s… You… 

You’ve got a lot of work to do – there's a lot of work involved in it. And it's not

one of these that you can just do a 5000 word assignment and put it in, there

is a lot more entailed in it. So… Horrible elements! 

Other participants perceived differences in terms of the uncertain nature and 

duration of the project, the absence of taught classes and peers, experiences 

related to supervision, and the requirement to work independently. Such a finding 

concurs with the context of master’s research outlined throughout Chapter 1, and 
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the observations of numerous authors who have considered the nature of master’s 

research (Ginn, 2014; Johnston, 1995; Pilcher, 2011; Ward & Dixon, 2014). 

In response to the requirements placed on them, participants demonstrated that 

they adopted a strategic approach to resource management: assessing and 

continually monitoring the resources they most valued, and actively seeking to 

expand their access to resources wherever possible. This is notable throughout the 

transcripts, and is illustrated by Abigail who successfully negotiated a flexible 

arrangement for “protected time” with her line manager:

Abigail (I1): No. I got I think it was one day a week I got from like, umm, 

negotiating (city name) and umm, my base of work. There was one day a 

week where I could… that I could have. But in some respects like I wouldn't 

take all that… those hours, because I could use them elsewhere, and use 

them another time. So sometimes I would like accumulate them. So I would 

work say two weeks in practice and then I would have two days to do my 

work then.

Anderson et al. (2008) also identified students as adopting a strategic approach 

within a study of teachers undertaking part-time master’s research projects, going 

so far as to refer to participants as “agentic”. Additionally, parallels can be argued to

exist between the strategic approaches described in the findings of this thesis, and 

those proposed by Kember and colleagues (Kember, 1999; Yum et al., 2005) as 

being fundamental to coping with part-time adult study. 

Kember (1999), following an extensive international qualitative inquiry based on 

retrospective and prospective data sets, theorised that part-time adult learners 

utilise three coping strategies (support, negotiation, and sacrifice) across three 

domains of conflicting obligation (family, social and work environments) when 

attempting to accommodate to the pressures of studying part-time. It is worth noting 

that a year later, Yum et al. (2005) expanded the theory proposed by Kember by 

adding a forth domain of conflicted obligation, the “self”. The theories devised by 

Kember (1999) and Yum et al. (2005), have since been verified in numerous 

subsequent investigations (Kember, 2005; Kember & Leung, 2004; Yum et al., 

2005). The resulting theory can be illustrated as a matrix with each coping strategy 

being employed within each domain of conflicting obligation (see Figure 5.3). 
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Figure 5.3: Coping strategies employed by adult part-time learners. 
Adapted from Kember (1999) and Yum et al, (2005)

Whilst the theoretical models proposed by Kember (1999) and Yum et al. (2005)

do not neatly fit the theoretical conception of resource management presented here,

several similarities can be demonstrated. For example, the coping strategy ‘support’

can be argued to correspond with the theoretical category ‘Networking for support’. 

Additionally, the professional and social network types identified within ‘Networking 

for support’ can be considered to correspond with the domains of conflicted 

obligation proposed by Kember and colleagues.

Furthermore, the findings of this investigation suggest that participants are 

occasionally either forced or prove willing to accept compromise as a strategy for 

resource management. This finding can be argued to correspond closely with 

Kember’s (1999) notion of sacrifice. Such compromise (sacrifice) results as a 

consequence of participants perceiving available resources as insufficient to meet 

those required for any single commitment (or group of commitments). Sophie puts 

this most succinctly when she states, “something has to give”. This study identifies 

participants compromising time with family and friends, and worryingly self-care. 

Emily illustrates this form of sacrifice:

Emily: [...] Umm. (Pause) from a physical point of view, umm, I didn't have 

time to eat (Emily starts to laugh as she speaks), I didn't have time to drink. I

was exhausted. You know? Umm. Because, both mentally and physically I 

was umm… I had to put in all the academic aspect of it.
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Furthermore, as the following quote from Sophie illustrates, participants 

demonstrated that they are willing to compromise the standard of their educational 

work:

Sophie: [...] It started off really well, and then it's just changes in life and 

everything else, and you just do what you can to just scrape by. And it's 

awful. Because it's not how you… That's how I've changed, er, when I've 

done anything in my past it would have been to my optimum and you would 

get the best out of me. Now I do the bare minimum to… to get on with it, 

because I've got so much else to do.

However, the model proposed by Kember (1999) and Yum et al. (2005) does not

acknowledge all the domains of conflicted obligation identified within the findings 

presented here. Specifically, educational obligations are recognised by participants 

to represent a domain of possible conflict. For instance, Peter described 

experiencing difficulty managing his educational workload, and both Kate and Oliver

experienced conflicting obligations as a consequence of simultaneously studying for

more than one degree:

Kate: […] I've been writing up my dissertation and also trying to do a module

for the PGC as well… a 5000 word essay. So I've kind of been doing the two

of them at the same time. So I probably should maybe spread it out a little 

bit more.

5.3.5.2 Resource management as a hallmark of professional 
practice
According to the NMC Standards for Competence published within the Standards 

for Pre-registration Nursing Education (NMC, 2010), and the Standards for 

Competence for Registered Nurses (NMC, 2015b), all registered nurses must be 

able to: 

Identify priorities and manage time and resources effectively to ensure the 

quality of care is maintained or enhanced. (NMC, 2010, p. 20; 2015b, p. 7)

Therefore, the actions of participants in relation to the management of resources

can be argued to be representative of the values and skills they have developed 

throughout their socialisation within nursing. Similarly, notions of ‘Networking for 
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support’ can be related to the emphasis placed on interdisciplinary working within 

the same documents. Put simply, such skills represent accepted hallmarks of 

credible professional nursing practice.

In utilising such mechanisms for the ‘Management of precious resources’ in 

relation to the practice of research, participants can be argued to accommodate to 

the experience of research practice by the use of skills valued and utilised within 

their personal professional practice. 

5.3.6 Acting on learning: Putting learning into practice
The final theoretical category detailed in Chapter 3 relates to the process of ‘Putting 

learning into practice’. Through this process participants sought to apply the 

learning that they had achieved as a consequence of undertaking their research; be 

this related to the practice of undertaking research, or the findings of the study 

undertaken. For instance, Felicity sought to use her findings to bring about practice 

change:

Felicity: […] and I also want them to use the information that I have gleaned 

from this study. 'Cause you know, okay I may not be publishing it's because 

it might not be valuable in the like worldwide perspective, but we may as 

well use it here.

The primary motivation for participants to seek to put their learning into practice 

is related to their perceived obligation for on-going professional development. 

Sophie illustrates the point: 

Sophie: Umm. As nurses we are governed by the NMC to develop, umm… 

And we always need to use up-to-date knowledge of whatever we obtain… 

we need to keep current. So research is very, very, important in… as a 

practitioner.

Thus it can be argued that implementing learning represents an accepted 

professional value. Two mechanisms for achieving this are identified. First, 

participants attempted to make personal use of the learning achieved, thereby 

adding directly to their continuing constructions of professional ‘Being’. Second, 

participants attempted to disseminate the learning achieved in order to influence the
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practice of others and thereby gain professional credibility (indirectly adding to their 

continuing constructions of professional ‘Being’). 

Within this section of the chapter I will briefly explore the relationship of ‘Putting 

learning into practice’ with accepted notions of professional development. I will then 

compare the findings presented with those described in the wider literature. 

Throughout, I will develop the argument that the learning achieved through 

engaging in master’s research is personally and professionally worthwhile.

5.3.6.1 Relating ‘Putting learning into practice’ to professional 
development
Within the findings of this thesis the process of ‘Putting learning into practice’ is 

interpreted as being conceptually related to the notion of professional development. 

However, such a theoretical assumption requires critical justification. 

Professional development has been defined by the Oxford English Dictionary

(2015) as:

The development of competence or expertise in one's profession; the 

process of acquiring the skills needed to improve performance in a job.

However, within the context of healthcare, ‘professional development’ has been 

distilled further. For instance, in relation to healthcare management the concept of 

continuing professional development (CPD) is often used when considering the 

notion of professional development from an individual practitioner’s perspective

(Lammintakanen & Kivinen, 2012). Furthermore, within the context of nursing, 

professional development is related to a specific statutory obligation for individual 

practitioners. 

To illustrate: the nursing statutory body makes several references to 

professional development within its Code of Conduct (NMC, 2015c). In particular 

each registered nurse is charged with a responsibility to keep his or her knowledge 

and skills up-to-date by:

Taking part in appropriate and regular learning and professional 

development activities that aim to maintain and develop your competence 

and improve your performance. (NMC, 2015c, p. 17)

It is important to note that the aim of this statement is not related to a nurse’s 

engagement in professional development activities per se, but rather their ability to 
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apply the learning achieved through such activities to practice. In short, as 

suggested by Sophie in the quote above, within nursing there exists a professional 

requirement for ‘Putting learning into practice’. But as Ruby, in common with all 

other participants of this study, demonstrates, personal professional development 

relates to the application of learning. In this example, to inform patient care:

Ruby: […] By the same token see I… I believe that our patients’ needs 

create a thirst within us (participant says this last sentence slowly and very 

deliberately), as practitioners, to improve on ourselves. So their needs 

actually create this thirst for knowledge acquisition.

The NMC’s position towards professional development activities can be 

compared to Dewey’s conception of learning experiences as either educative or 

mis-educative (Dewey, 1938). He states:

The belief that all genuine education comes about through experience does 

not mean that all experiences are genuinely or equally educative. 

Experience and education cannot be directly equated to each other. For 

some experiences are mis-educative. Any experience is mis-educative that 

has the effect of arresting or distorting the growth of further experience.

(Dewey, 1938, Kindle edition, Loc. 193)

Dewey’s conception of experiential learning is thus related to whether an 

experience, from a perspective of learning, is worthwhile or not. Worthwhile learning

is usually associated with growth, and is in some way emancipatory (Pring, 2004). 

By contrast mis-educative learning experiences rigidly mould behaviour and restrict 

independence of thought (Pring, 2004). In relation to the nursing Code of Conduct

(NMC, 2015c), the NMC’s position on what constitutes worthwhile learning clearly 

involves a practitioner’s ability to use what they learn and develop their personal 

professional practice.

The findings of this study therefore indicate that participants take seriously their 

professional obligation to apply learning to practice. A point stressed by Emily:

Emily: [...] You know? I think in clinical practice I… I've got an obligation to 

do that. Following the research study.
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This somewhat allays concerns that credentialing represents a primary 

motivation for nurses to engage in master’s level study as suggested by Drennan 

and Hyde (2008). However, the motivations of participants to ‘Put learning into 

practice’ are not purely altruistic, rather they are motivated by a need to seek 

professional credibility.

5.3.6.2 Relating ‘Putting learning into practice’ to personal 
professional practice
In common with other theoretical categories presented within this chapter, the 

literature search undertaken identified a paucity of literature that specifically 

connected to students’ attempts to utilise their master’s research experience. The 

one exception was a report by Landor (2011), a Scottish study which investigated 

how newly qualified educational psychologists perceived their master’s research 

had influenced their practice. 

The findings of Landor’s (2011) study show some similarity to those presented 

within the category ‘Putting learning into practice’. For example, the majority of 

Landor’s respondents (88%, n=16) reported a positive impact on their individual 

practice. This supports my finding that participants utilised the learning they 

achieved within their personal professional practice as a mechanism for ‘Putting 

research into practice’. Hayley exemplifies this, reacting with surprise at the 

realisation that her learning experience has contributed to her personal practice as a

professional:

Hayley: it makes you feel quite good really that you can actually do that. 

Umm. I always joke that the one thing I learnt at school was to touch type, 

but most of the things I don't use. And maybe thinking about this I've 

obviously used all those skills already and made a difference. Which is what 

I wanted out of it. Which is quite humbling really because you don't realise at

the time. I don't think.

Indeed, several participants described the research experience as in some way 

empowering, transforming their conceptions of their role potential. Felicity provides 

an example:

Felicity: […] I'm kind of making a difference, because that is what I wanted to

do. I didn't do it for the grade, I didn't do the glory, I did it because I wanted 

to make a difference, because here in my role I was just a figurehead, 
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because the labour ward manager at the time had all the power. Umm… 

and we could come up with all these ideas, but because I had no power 

other than I was shift leader every now and again, I couldn't make a 

difference. So now I feel like I have been empowered, and I have the 

authority, and the letters after my name… hopefully… to say “yes let's listen 

to Felicity" you know maybe?

Similarly, those responding to Landor’s survey reported the perception that their 

studies had limited impact within their employing organisation (44%, n=8) and the 

wider profession (44%). This supports the experiences of participants within this 

study who had completed their dissertation module. To illustrate: whilst numerous 

participants were motivated to choose a research topic with the potential to 

influence changes within practice, few were confident that their research had 

actually influenced the organisation they worked for. Fewer still had been successful

in disseminating the findings of their research beyond their local practice context. 

Peter exemplifies the point well by expressing doubts as to whether his research 

actually influenced the change he hoped to achieve, or whether the change he 

noted was a result of other factors:

Peter (I2): umm. I-I think initially umm… some of the ideas or what came out

of my research was taken on board. Umm. In that things did seem to start to

change […] I think it was a short-term sort of impact. It is difficult to know, 

because I fed it back to you know my managers, and err… it’s difficult to 

know how much was linked in to what I fed back and how much they were 

going to do anyway

Despite the encouraging similarities noted above, caution is needed in 

transferring the findings of Landor’s study. First, the study report is weakened by a 

lack of detail provided in terms of the methodology used; second, minimal 

participant information is provided by Landor, preventing direct comparisons 

between key properties of the two samples (e.g. full-time, part-time, prior 

professional experience); third, unlike the participants in this inquiry, Landor’s 

sample benefited from joint university and professional supervision, implying 

projects were closely embedded in practice from the outset; and finally, there are 

likely to exist numerous significant cultural differences between the professions of 

educational psychology and nursing.  
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In contrast to the emphasis placed on ‘Putting learning into practice’ in this 

study, Anderson et al. (2008) only briefly touch on participants’ perceptions of the 

value of their research experience. However, the findings mentioned are 

noteworthy. For example, Anderson reports that participants, as a consequence of 

their research experience, gained additional “competence as professionals” (p. 45). 

In particular, participants reported gaining enhanced confidence in their professional

roles, and new perspectives on their day-to-day practice. Such a finding can be 

argued to support those relating to personal practice described by Landor (2011), 

and those described here. All three add support to the argument that master’s 

research is professionally and personally worthwhile. However, whilst the sample 

used by Anderson et al. shares several key similarities with that used in this 

investigation, it should be remembered that it too should be transferred with caution.

It is interesting to note that other studies, purporting to explore the experience of

students undertaking master’s research, fail to comment on the perceived value of 

the learning experience (Drennan & Clarke, 2009; Ward & Dixon, 2014). I find this 

particularly surprising given that participants within this study described ‘Putting 

learning into practice’ as central to their master’s research experience. Indeed, it 

may be argued that for the participants of this study, it is the practicality of the 

learning gained that makes engaging with research professionally worthwhile. 

Grace puts this succinctly:

Grace: […] it seemed totally pointless to do it unless it was going to benefit 

my practice.

5.3.6.3 Disseminating learning
In contrast to the paucity of literature described above, there exists a variety of 

literature discussing the importance of publishing master’s research findings. Most 

of this literature relates to how-to style guides, often offering editorial advice on how 

to transform a master’s dissertation into a print-worthy article (Ahern, 2012; Devitt, 

Hardicre, & Coad, 2007; Foster, 2009; Heyman & Cronin, 2005; Marshall & 

Brennan, 2008; Resta et al., 2010). A notable exception of the run-of-mill editorials 

is that by Kearney (2014). In an editorial for Research in Nursing and Health, 

Kearney estimates that only 6% of master’s students publish their dissertation 

research. Furthermore, she develops an impassioned argument for researchers to 

publish, stating:
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Participants gave of their time, effort, and in some cases blood and body 

fluids, with the belief that their contributions would help others down the line. 

Some were suffering from life-limiting illnesses, acute trauma, or 

burdensome chronic disease. Others may have been busy clinicians who 

gave precious personal time to contribute to health systems research. When 

they consented to participate, they heard the rationale that this research 

would answer important questions, so that care delivery or health conditions 

for others like them could be made better. We owe it to our participants to 

follow through on this promise. If we fail to follow through, we should feel 

guilt. (p. 354)

Kearney’s editorial is interesting in that her argument questions the professional 

and ethical values of researchers who opt not to publish. For instance, she implies 

such researchers are guilty of unethical conduct by failing to disseminate their 

findings through publication. 

Participants in this study outlined numerous examples of how they had 

attempted, and often succeeded, in disseminating the knowledge gained from their 

research within their local practice settings and in some instances beyond. As 

examples, Emily, Ruby and Abigail each reported attempting to publish their 

research findings. Furthermore, numerous others expressed a desire to publish, but 

felt they needed additional support:

Grace: […] I mean (supervisor name) always said that I should publish it. 

Umm. But she has never got back to me and said Grace have you done 

that? Or, you know, or if I was to perhaps were to get… I know it’s mine and 

I should do it, but if there was somebody sometimes just sort of saying…

yeah

Albeit not all participants perceived that their influence had resulted in the 

changes they hoped for, several believed their studies had contributed to 

organisational change (for example, Felicity, Emily and Peter). Furthermore, it is 

worth noting that whilst some participants described attempting (or wanting to 

attempt) publication, most perceived this as a new learning journey and 

disconnected from their master’s research experience. For example, Abigail 

describes publishing her findings as separate to her master’s project:
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Abigail (I2): […] I see it that I’d finished the actual project, and yes it would 

be extended to – for it to be published, but it would be on another level… I 

would see it as… I would interpret that as another level. So I’d already 

finished…

5.4 Theoretically integrating the theme ‘Being professional’
Chapter 4 outlines the findings that form the basis of the theme ‘Being professional’.

Four theoretical categories are identified: ‘Distinguishing theory from practice’, 

‘Journeying’, ‘Seeking professional credibility’ and the core category ‘Constructing a 

sense of professional Being’. In this section of the chapter I will discuss each of 

these categories in turn following the same order utilised in Chapter 4. 

5.4.1  Theory  versus  practice:  moving  from  knowing-that  to
knowing-how
Chapter 4 illustrates how participants draw a distinction between having theoretical 

knowledge about research, and practical knowledge related to doing research. Thus

it is argued that participants conceptualise their research journey as moving from a 

restricted position of propositional knowing-that, to the more empowered position of 

knowing-how to apply such propositional knowledge in practice contexts (practising 

research). Significant to this differentiation is the suggestion that knowing-how to 

research is not just different to the knowing-that of relevant theory, but that the 

practical know-how associated with research is a type of professional practice, and 

is therefore somehow superior. The following quote from Oliver exemplifies this well;

in particular note that he uses the potential to influence practice to increase the 

value he ascribes to “being a researcher”: 

Oliver: […] For so long you talk about it, or you read about doing it and… 

And you read about other people being researchers, and then you’re 

actually going out into the field, and you… you are doing research. And you 

are able to share what you did. And have an influence on that. Umm. And 

that was… yeah, that was a good thing about doing the project it was just 

being a researcher.

The participants’ distinction between knowing-that and knowing-how can be 

argued to connect to a long-standing history within philosophy. For instance, in 

Greek philosophy Aristotle made distinct the concepts epistêmê and technê: 
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respectively, the knowing-that of certainties, and knowing-how of craft (Hager, 2000;

Parry, 2014). Here, participants draw a distinction between theoretical knowledge 

(knowing-that) associated with the theory of research and propositional knowledge 

(knowing-how) associated with research as practice:

Peter (I1): The degree you had to write a dissertation about how you would 

do a research. Masters you had to actually put it into practice! And the 

difference between the two is quite extraordinary (short laugh). You say 

these great things when you write the actual plan, umm, that when you have

to actually put them into reality it is a lot more demanding, and you do 

actually alter things as you go along, in that you have to react.

This represents a novel finding when compared against the extant literature 

related to the experiences of students undertaking master’s research. However, the 

differences between knowing-how and knowing-that have been made contemporary

in the last century by philosophers such as Ryle (Ryle & Dennett, 1949) and Schön

(1991), and learning theorists such as Lave and Wenger (1991) and Brown and 

Duguid (1991). These theoretical positions are briefly considered below.

Ryle is credited as being the first contemporary philosopher to argue against 

what he described as the dominant Intellectualist view, that intelligent action is 

always based on having the correct propositional knowledge (Bengson & Moffett, 

2014). Rather he theorised that knowing-how and knowing-that represented 

different types of knowledge state (Ryle & Dennett, 1949). Fantl (2008, p. 451) 

illustrates the position well:

It is natural to think of the differences between these two states in terms of 

their different relations to abilities. To know how to do something suggests 

an ability to do it, whereas to know that something is the case does not 

immediately suggest any corresponding ability.

Ryle’s theory is said to have had a significant impact within modern society

(Bengson & Moffett, 2014). 

According to Ryle’s anti-intellectualist theory (Bengson & Moffett, 2014; Ryle & 

Dennett, 1949), a clinical nurse’s existing propositional knowledge of research 

should be non-essential to their ability to undertake research. However, it is my 

contention that the current study does not support such a radical theory/practice 

dualism. Rather, the findings outlined in Chapters 3 and 4 indicate that whilst 
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participants distinguish between knowing-that and knowing-how, they also 

recognise a link between the two states in terms of practice. For instance, 

participants described attempting to ‘Implement the plan’ (see Section 3.2.3, p. 88), 

a process whereby participants needed to translate propositional knowledge from 

written plans into practical know-how. The previous quote from Peter (p. 179) helps 

illustrate this point, as does the following description provided by Abigail: 

Abigail (I1): […] It was kind of like these are your interviews, you've got your 

interview schedule, you've got your tape recorder whatever, go and 

interview. […] I was so nervous because I'd had no training on it really, or no

experience about research or how to interview properly. I'd read around it 

until you actually do it you don't… you don't know. And even now when I'm 

interviewing… although I've now had more experience I'm still conscious of 

making sure I do the best I can to get the best information out.

Consequently it is suggested that the less radical theory/practice dualism is 

required.

Schön (1991), like Ryle (Ryle & Dennett, 1949), differentiates between knowing-

how and knowing-that. However, in contrast to Ryle, Schön posited that a 

practitioner’s ability to reflect in and on action facilitates the conscious connection of

knowledge types. Therefore, according to Schön, knowing-that may at times inform 

knowing-how. Schön stated that such connections occur when a professional is 

“stimulated by surprise” (Schön, 1991, p. 50), as may be argued to occur when a 

professional encounters a situation for the first time (e.g. undertaking research 

activities as described by Peter and Abigail above). He went on to argue that such 

processes are central to the development of professional artistry, representing skills 

necessary for the management of complex practice problems. Given problem 

solving is positioned as a mechanism participants commonly apply when 

implementing their research plans, Schön’s theory can be argued to support the 

findings of this inquiry. 

Brown and Duguid (1991) can also be argued to imply a less radical separation 

of knowing-that and knowing-how than that suggested by Ryle (Ryle & Dennett, 

1949). For instance, according to Brown and Duguid (1991) practitioners commonly 

learn from their Communities of Practice (CoP) how to adapt canonical perceptions 

of practice (knowing-that) into working practice (know-how). Such a theory lends 

support to my earlier observation that participants are required to translate 

propositional knowledge from research plans into practical know-how. However, it 
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also extends this proposition, suggesting that the process is enabled through a 

participant’s interaction with their CoP. Put simply, to undertake research practice 

requires a practitioner to learn from their CoP how to translate knowing-that into 

knowing-how.

This contention is problematic to the findings presented so far. To expand: whilst

participants have been shown to ‘Network for support’ from various CoP, it has been

argued in Section 5.3.4 (p. 161) that such networks are often restricted in terms of 

the support they provide. Of particular concern in this instance is that support for the

practice of research in clinical settings has been shown to be limited. Felicity 

suggested that one reason for this was that clinical colleagues lack the necessary 

experience to provide appropriate support, and as an example she referred to 

others who had previously qualified as advanced practitioners:

Felicity: Umm. I think (slight pause)… well the advanced practitioners who 

have gone through the master’s, and there's not many people who have 

done it here, they… they thought it was a waste of time.

The significance of the point being made is this: learners undertaking research 

in clinical practice settings have very limited access to appropriate sources of 

support to help them translate the propositional knowing-that of a research plan into 

the practical know-how of research practice.

Whilst CoP theory is limited in regards to providing an explanation of how 

participants learn research in this context, it does offer a potential explanation as to 

why participants value research know-how above propositional knowledge. The 

accessibility and permitted use of knowledge within a particular CoP, and therefore 

learning, is said to be controlled through processes of ‘legitimised peripheral 

participation’ (Brown & Duguid, 1991; Lave & Wenger, 1991). This concept extends 

the notion of situated learning, whereby individuals working within a particular 

community learn in situ, and reworks this into a complex sociological learning 

system related to power. According to Lave and Wenger (1991) as individuals 

extend their learning within practice they move toward “full participation” (p. 37) 

within a given CoP; or, as dubbed by Brown and Duguid (1991, p. 48), “they are 

enculturated”. The more fully an individual can legitimately participate within a given 

community, the more power they can gain within that community (Lave & Wenger, 

1991). 

Participants within this study clearly perceive research know-how as being 

empowering and therefore as being valuable. For instance:
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 Liz: […] It’s like I feel I have come out the other side a more well rounded, 

informed individual. Not just professionally, but personally. And I don’t think I

anticipated that, and it’s been quite empowering, quite emancipating, 

umm…

Such know-how doesn’t just represent a propositional form of knowing, but 

rather represents a practical form of knowledge that has a subsequent social value. 

Knowing-how to research thus enables participants to claim an enhanced 

professional status: progressing from being mere consumers of knowledge, to 

producers of knowledge (Useem, 1997). Such a distinction is important within 

nursing, where knowledge production has in the past been considered central to 

professionalisation (Gruending, 1985; Keogh, 1997); and potentially more so in the 

current era of evidence-based practice (Matthews, 2006; O’Byrne & Smith, 2011). 

Hence, research know-how facilitates participants in their continual process of 

‘Seeking professional credibility’, and in so doing helps them attain an enhanced 

state of professional ‘Being’ by becoming practising researchers.

5.4.2 Journeying through master’s research
In Section 4.2.2 (p. 117) I defined the concept of ‘journeying’ as an interpretative 

process whereby the participants constructed and metaphorically classified periods 

of meaningful experience as journeys. More specifically, I argued that participants 

conceptualised their experiences of undertaking master’s research in terms of the 

journeying process: interpreting their research related experiences into numerous 

meaningful, varied and layered journey constructs. Furthermore, I argued that 

participants utilised journeying to construct temporal representations of their 

existence. Holly provides a typical example when describing her educational history:

Holly: […] and so I started on my course of education I guess. And also… 

sort of way back was, you know, was a child who probably didn’t achieve 

very well at school, so I think some of that was that personal journey. 

In this section of the chapter I will discuss these findings by considering their 

relation to extant theory. In particular, I will argue that parallels exist between how 

participants conceptualise ‘Putting research into practice’ and conceptual metaphor 

theory (Lakoff & Johnson, 1980). In so doing, I will further the argument that 
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participants utilise the process of journeying as a method of conceptualising 

temporal constructions of meaningful experience.

5.4.2.1 Journeying within the literature on master’s research 
Referring to the experience of undertaking research as a form of journey is not 

uncommon within the literature associated with master’s research. Examples 

include: Ward and Dixon (2014) who utilise the concept of journeying to structure 

their analysis of master’s research experience; and Demb and Funk (1999, p. 21) 

who describe master’s research students as moving through a journey of eight 

distinct stages “much like passing through rapids on a river”. However, it is 

important to note that in each instance, the researcher imposes the reference to 

journeying as an analytical device of their own making. This is in contrast to the use 

of journeying within this study where I report the concept as an empirically grounded

finding. Given this observation it is perhaps unsurprising to note that the 

descriptions provided in extant literature appear incomplete when compared to 

those identified within this research. For instance, the duration of research journeys 

has gone unreported in the existing literature, whilst here it has been noted that 

research journeys often commence prior to the dissertation module, and for some 

participants close some time after their master’s degree is completed. Grace, for 

instance, links a sense of closure to the dissemination of her findings:

Grace: so I think… I still know… that’s the one thing I still know I’ve got to do

really. Is some sort of… Because we have umm… (clinical specialist 

organisation name) have a conference annually, umm, and I know that I 

really should do some sort of poster presentation this year with it really. And 

that would… that would complete the circle.

As a result, it may be argued that the depiction of journeying used within this 

thesis represents a novel finding in the context of other studies exploring the 

experiences of master’s research. 

It is worth noting that the theoretical paper by French, Gaggiotti and Simpson

(2014) positions journeying as a metaphor and discusses the possible implications 

of its use in relation to research experience; consequently they come the closest to 

the representation of journeying used in this thesis. French et al. (2014) conclude 

that the use of the journey metaphor captures the essence of a researcher as being 

fully present within the experience, and thus challenges positivistic assumptions of 
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distanced objectivity. Indeed, they argue that a researcher can be blinded to 

aspects of the experience, and be affected in such a way that the journey “ultimately

transforms the researcher’s identity” (p. 194). Whilst not empirically grounded, this 

paper adds theoretical support to the finding that research can be conceived as a 

metaphorical journey, and that those experiencing such journeys find the process in 

some way transformational.

I will now explore the metaphorical properties of journeying further by 

considering their relation to Lakoff and Johnson’s conceptual metaphor theory

(Lakoff & Johnson, 1980). 

5.4.2.2 Conceptual metaphor theory
Conceptual metaphor theory suggests that metaphor use extends beyond figurative 

or literary reference, but rather relates to how we think and act (Gibbs, 2011; Lakoff 

& Johnson, 1980). In short, that our ordinary conceptual system is fundamentally 

metaphorical (Lakoff & Johnson, 1980). Consider the following example of a 

journeying metaphor:

Ruby: […] and if I didn't do that, a master’s, like anybody else you can't 

move on to your doctoral level, so you know, you take it bite-size by bite-

size. And try and enjoy the journey while you can. Because you will only be 

there at that stage once.

In this excerpt, Ruby metaphorically conceptualises her experience of studying 

at master’s level as a “stage” of a “journey”. In so doing, she uses an easily 

understandable low-level concept (a journey involving numerous stages) to depict a 

far more abstract conception of moving through life. Put more simply, she invokes 

the conceptual metaphor LIFE-IS-A-JOURNEY12. 

The use of low-level tangible concepts to depict high-level abstract concepts 

represents a core feature of conceptual metaphor theory (Lakoff & Johnson, 1980; 

Turner, 1998). The specific properties of any low-level concept, within any particular

metaphorical reference, are known as its metaphorical schema (Gibbs, 2011; 

Kövescses, 2010; Turner, 1998). Metaphorical schema vary in use, and are argued 

to be socially grounded when used in structured conceptual metaphors (Lakoff & 

Johnson, 1980). Such references commonly highlight specific elements of a given 

12

 In line with established convention, block capitals are used to distinguish conceptual 
metaphors from other metaphor types.

187



metaphor source (Lakoff & Johnson, 1980). For example, the basic schema for the 

conceptual metaphor LIFE-IS-A-JOURNEY is ‘source–path–goal’, but additional 

properties can also be invoked such as methods of travelling, companions, 

difficulties experienced, and varied destinations (Gibbs, 2011; Lakoff & Johnson, 

1989; Turner, 1998). In the quotation above Ruby uses the terms “move on”, “bite-

size by bite-size” and “stage” as properties of the “journey” concept. 

5.4.2.3 Conceptual metaphor theory in relation to ‘Journeying’
The notion of conceptual metaphors can be said to correlate closely with the 

process of journeying as identified within the findings of this thesis. To expand: I 

have argued participants use journeying to conceptualise their lived experience into 

meaningful journeys. According to conceptual metaphor theory (Lakoff & Johnson, 

1980), this illustrates how participants utilise a tacit knowledge of prior journeying 

experiences to construct and apply a metaphorical schema to their conception of 

meaningful lived experience (or any part thereof). Consider, for instance, that 

participants talk of their experience of research as relating to aspects of the 

conceptual metaphor RESEARCH-IS-A-JOURNEY. Such journeys have a 

“beginning, middle and an end” (Holly); are marked by numerous “milestones” and 

“barriers” (Abigail); and relate to a specific “course” (Alice). Each participant is 

required to take their “own path” (Felicity); and experiences learning “as you go 

along” (Peter).

Other conceptual metaphors are also indicated within the data, and this adds 

support to the notion that conceptual metaphors are in some way inter-linked (Lakoff

& Johnson, 1980). This helps explain how a single lived experience may be utilised 

in the forming of multiple, varied, but meaningful journey constructs. For example, 

when participants describe their experience as a “personal journey” (Bobby, Liz) 

they can be said to be referring to the global conceptual metaphor LIFE-IS-A-

JOURNEY. However, when participants describe starting “on my course of 

education” (Holly), they can be argued to have invoked a related metaphor: 

LEARNING-IS-A-JOURNEY. In turn, collective references to the master’s 

programme, such as “my master’s” (Abigail) and “I committed to doing a master’s” 

(Felicity), indicate the metaphor MASTER’S-IS-A-JOURNEY. Within this context 

(albeit not limited to it), and as shown above, references to research experience can

relate to the metaphor RESEARCH-IS-A-JOURNEY. Furthermore, research 

experience can be broken down to represent other discrete metaphorical concepts. 

For instance: the process of ‘Planning the project’ can be conceived as PLANNING-
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IS-A-JOURNEY, and the experience of ‘Going through ethics’ can indicate ETHICS-

IS-A-JOURNEY. 

Whilst the examples above each draw from a common source schema 

associated with the journey concept, the high-level concepts referred to can also be 

argued to be related. In the previous paragraph example, each conceptual 

metaphor represents a logical subdivision of the former. Relationships between 

conceptual metaphors can thus be used to highlight properties associated to related

metaphors, especially those belonging to a superordinate class; a process referred 

to by Lakoff and Johnson (1980) as ‘metaphorical cohesion’. In a further example, it 

is possible to argue that all conceptual metaphors based on the source domain 

‘journey’ have an inherent temporal dimension. This can be considered a property 

related to the basic metaphorical schema: source-path-goal. Put simply: the path of 

any journey takes time, and therefore journey-based metaphors are in part used to 

represent the time that is associated with a meaningful unit of lived experience. 

Thus indicating the conceptual metaphor: TIME-IS-EXPERIENCE. The temporal 

dimension inherent in metaphorical conceptions of journeys can therefore be used 

to defend the argument that participants use journey constructs as temporal 

representations for their existence: journeys relate to temporal periods of lived 

experience, and therefore are indicative of their ‘Being’. Added to this is the 

complexity that journeys are conceptualised by participants as being experienced in 

the past, present, or even in terms of possibilities yet to come. In the following 

example Abigail attributes various temporal dimensions to the journeying metaphor:

Abigail (I2): […] And then to be able to have that journey, and that 

experience would be able to put you in good stead for other… for other 

experiences you may be able to, you know experience, but you would be 

able to, um, draw from your previous journey I guess. From your previous 

story.

Hence participants make reference to journeys that have variable durations in 

the context of their past, current or future experience. Considered ontologically 

journeys can indicate participants ‘Being-in-the-past’, ‘Being-in-the-moment’, or 

states of potential ‘Future-Being’. 
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5.4.2.4 Experientialist philosophy – A limitation of cognitive 
metaphor theory
According to Johnson and Lakoff (1992; Lakoff and Johnson, 1999) conceptual 

metaphor theory relates directly to experientialist philosophy, and it is at this point 

that the findings of this investigation separate from the theoretical schema they 

describe (1992; 1980; Johnson & Lakoff, 1999). 

As the name suggests, experientialist philosophy places experience at the heart 

of its philosophical propositions. In so doing, it can be argued to adopt empiricist 

assumptions about reality and knowledge that can be traced back to the 

philosophies of John Locke (1632-1704). For example, Johnson and Lakoff (1992, 

p. 9) state:

Philosophy is not about absolute truth; nor is it about debunking. It is about 

experience. Our lived experience is real and is the only access we have to 

our physical, social and cultural environment. And because our experience is

structured – by the structure of our bodies, brains and interactions – the 

structured aspect of our experience can be studied in detail by empirical 

methods.

Fundamental to this definition are the limitations imposed by the “hard wiring” of 

our biology (for example see Lakoff & Johnson, 1999). This represents a 

contentious issue that stands in stark contrast to the constructionist philosophical 

underpinnings of this inquiry. Specifically, such a reference implies post-positivist 

leanings towards scientism. Indeed, Johnson and Lakoff (1992; 1999) state that 

experientialist philosophy is rooted in cognitive science claiming that their 

perspective is supported by empirical research. Yet the credibility of such a claim 

should be questioned given the lack of supportive evidence provided within their 

various texts. 

This raises the following question: is it possible to recast cognitive metaphor 

theory to eliminate its dependence on post-positivistic scientism? Such a discussion

is beyond the scope of this thesis. However, I believe that the key to this lies in the 

role of language. For example, theories such as symbolic interactionism stress the 

central role of language in relation to how we interpret and act towards the world 

around us (Blumer, 1969; Herman, 1994; Mead, 1934; Perinbanayagam, 1985). 

Such theoretical perspectives perhaps represent alternative explanations for the use

of conceptual metaphors. Specifically: given an individual’s conceptual ability is 
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language dependent, it is logical to suggest that our cognitive processes would 

make use of all the linguistic devices of a particular language, including metaphor. 

5.4.3 Seeking professional credibility through research practice
Chapter 4 described the theoretical category ‘Seeking professional credibility’ as 

relating to actions utilised by participants in order to increase their social and self-

perceptions of Being-a-credible-professional, and thereby enhance their power and 

status. As a consequence, ‘Seeking professional credibility’ is positioned as 

contributing to a participant’s construction of professional ‘Being’ (explored in detail 

in Section 5.4.4, p. 196). Three sub-processes for ‘Seeking professional credibility’ 

are described: ‘Demonstrating professional legitimacy’, ‘Projecting a professional 

self-image’ and ‘Investing in learning’. 

In this section I will argue that participants, in utilising the sub-processes 

identified for ‘Seeking professional credibility’, recognised credibility as being 

socially defined. Furthermore, I will argue that participants were primarily concerned

with the notion of source credibility, and contend that they are self-aware of their 

potential as ‘credible sources’ of research-based information in practice. Throughout

this discussion, I will explore the finding that participants continually ‘Seek 

professional credibility’ in order to enhance their self and public perceptions of 

power and status. 

5.4.3.1 Defining credibility
Credibility is recognised as a difficult concept to define (Alagona, 2008; Bradbury-

Jones & Taylor, 2011; M. T. Fisher, 2005; Smith, 2005, 2010). Alagona (2008, p. 

1365) cites Thomas and Pletscher (2002) in describing credibility as “the alpha and 

the omega—the beginning and the end, the very essence—of professionalism”, 

before stating:

Everyone seems to think credibility is a good idea, and they all want more of 

it. But exactly what credibility is remains the subject of considerable 

confusion. (p. 1365)

Credibility is thus positioned as a concept at the very heart of professionalism, 

but one that paradoxically is often imprecisely defined regardless of professional 

discipline. Such confusion is added to by the plethora of words often used to classify

categories of credibility type. Using the nursing literature as a case example, 
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classifications of credibility include: professional credibility (MacIntosh, 2004), 

clinical credibility (Smith, 2005, 2010), researcher credibility (Coughlan et al., 2007),

research credibility (Rolfe, 2006), and even client credibility (B. Edwards & Sines, 

2008)13. Furthermore, credibility is often confused with other nursing concepts such 

as clinical competence (Bradbury-Jones & Taylor, 2011; M. T. Fisher, 2005; Smith, 

2005, 2010). 

Given the prominence of credibility as a concept related to professional practice,

and the multitude of types of credibility commonly referred to, it is interesting to note

that none of the research identified from the literature search detailed in Section 5.2 

makes reference to credibility. This is thought to be a likely consequence of the 

descriptive research designs used in the studies identified. In contrast credibility in 

this study is defined and positioned as a theoretical concept embedded within a 

constructionist grounded theory analysis.

According to Smith (2010) the notions of trustworthiness and expertise represent

“trans-situational attributes” of credibility: common conceptual characteristics 

recognised in all definitions of credibility regardless of discipline or context (Smith, 

2010). Smith went on to argue that numerous other conceptual attributes for 

credibility are possible dependent on social context. She illustrated her point by 

undertaking a conceptual analysis of clinical credibility in nursing, thereby identifying

‘caring’ as an additional conceptual attribute. Smith’s argument is not new, and is 

clarified further by Shapin (1995) who argued against global definitions for 

credibility, instead identifying credibility as “an outcome of contingent social and 

cultural practice” (p. 257). Put simply, according to Shapin (1995), credibility is 

socially defined and as such credibility judgements are dependent on the specific 

moral norms of a given community. It is this conception of credibility that most 

closely correlates to that presented in this thesis.

To explain: whilst Smith’s trans-situational attributes of trustworthiness and 

expertise are not referred to explicitly within any of the findings presented, 

participants can be argued to recognise, actively interpret, and respond to various 

cultural dimensions of credibility when applying each of the three processes for 

‘Seeking professional credibility’ outlined here, including Smith’s trans-situational 

attributes. To illustrate, each of these mechanisms will now be briefly explored.

13

 Note: references provided as illustrative examples.
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5.4.3.1.1 Demonstrating professional legitimacy
In seeking to ‘Demonstrate professional legitimacy’ participants are said to respond 

to their perceptions of social rules and norms in order to comply with their 

conception of appropriate professional conduct. Such an assertion suggests that 

participants believe that in order to be judged a credible professional, and to be 

afforded the power this recognition gives, they must conform to cultural norms and 

rules. Credible professionals are thus inferred to be those who can be trusted to 

practice professionally. Liz demonstrates this in relation to her conception of clinical 

credibility; relating perceptions of credibility not to any given qualification, but rather 

her ability to demonstrate her character and practice know-how to others within the 

social milieu of clinical practice:

Liz: I don’t think it’s [obtaining a master’s degree] affected how my 

colleagues, or my peers see me. Umm, because I feel the clinical credibility 

is not with a piece of paper. If I went to another Trust and said I have got a 

master’s I don’t think doors would be open to me, that slow process of 

building up working relationships, trust, demonstrating to people that you 

can do the job, you’ll hold your hands up when you believe you are wrong, 

you’ll go and seek advice. […]  So, I think that’s something that doesn’t 

come with a piece of paper.

In Chapter 4, I identify legitimised processes and organisational norms as 

mechanisms by which participants ‘Demonstrate professional legitimacy’ and 

thereby gain professional credibility within the context of master’s research. 

Furthermore, I suggest that ‘Following legitimised processes’ can be related to 

Gennep’s ethnographic theory “Rites of Passage” (Gennep, 1961), in which it is 

suggested that all such changes in social position follow some sort of social rite (van

Gennep, 1932, as cited in Zumwalt, 1982). 

Whilst numerous ‘legitimised processes’ have been identified and explored in 

previous chapters of this study (e.g. ‘Planning the project’ and ‘Putting learning into 

practice’), the most impactful in relation to the experience of the participants is 

undoubtedly ‘Going through ethics’ (Section 3.3.3, p. 82). Many participants 

described aspects of their experience of engaging with the ethics process as 

“daunting” (Felicity, Emily, Abigail, Oliver and Holly). Some went further: Felicity 

describing the process as “horrendous”, and Grace finding it capable of inducing 

nightmares, subsequently describing it as “the one thing that would put me off 

[doing research again]”.
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Perceptions of power can be argued to underpin Gennep’s conception of rites of

passage, and similarly with my conception of ‘Demonstrating professional 

legitimacy’. For example, whilst in Gennep’s theory ‘initiates’ respond to the 

demands of those already initiated (Gennep, 1961), my findings indicate participants

respond to their interpretations of social rules and norms. In short: they endeavour 

to ensure the legitimacy of their conduct by being constantly aware that credibility 

needs to be demonstrated to others in practice; thereby simultaneously 

demonstrating that they recognise the social nature of their reality. To further the 

example of gaining ethical approval, ethics committees and the agencies they 

represent (e.g. the university or the NHS) are recognised by participants as powerful

gate-keepers, and ethical approval is seen as a matter of professional legitimacy. 

To illustrate further I explored with Abigail (in a follow-up interview) the idea of 

undertaking research without first gaining ethical approval. Her reaction was one of 

shock and disbelief that I would suggest, even hypothetically, that she might choose

to breach such a professional taboo. She justifies this reaction by identifying the 

likely repercussion of such conduct as leading to the practitioner being “struck off” 

the professional register:

Adam: [...] What do you think would have happened if you didn’t apply for 

ethical approval?

Abigail: I wouldn’t have done it… What like if I didn’t have to?

Adam: No… if you didn’t do it.

Abigail: If I didn’t do ethical approval!

Adam: Yeah

Abigail: (pause) And carried on with the research?

Adam: Yeah

Abigail: It just wouldn’t happen because... (Adam laughs loudly)

Adam: I can see the (unintelligible word)

Abigail: (unintelligible word) I just think. You can’t… you can’t do that. 

(Abigail continues to laugh)

Adam: Ok, if-if someone was to do it

Abigail: Yeah (Abigail continues to laugh)

Adam: What do you think the consequences would be?

Abigail: I think they would get struck off the register.
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5.4.3.1.2 Projecting a professional self-image
If, as the previous section asserts, participants are aware that credibility needs to be

shown in practice, it is of little surprise that they attempt to ensure that their actions 

align to what they, and by inference others, believe constitutes credible professional

conduct. Such an assertion can be argued to be supported by Goffman’s 

dramaturgical analysis of self in everyday life (Goffman, 1959). For example, 

Goffman (1959, p. 28) opens his analysis by stating:

When an individual plays a part he implicitly requests his observers to take 

seriously the impression that is fostered before them. They are asked to 

believe that the character they see actually possesses the attributes he 

appears to possess, that the task he performs will have the consequences 

that are implicitly claimed for it, and that, in general, matters are what they 

appear to be.

Put differently: the individual, and whatever they do, is deemed credible. Peter, 

when discussing his experiences of data collection in his follow-up interview 

demonstrated this particularly well, linking the concept of professional self-image to 

credibility:

Peter (I2): […] I was doing focus groups and umm, and you know obviously, 

umm… it’s important that you… you know, present yourself as a 

professional, and that, you know, it’s something with meaning, it’s not… 

you’re not just running these focus groups for a little jolly in the afternoon 

with a cup of coffee and a biscuit sort of thing. You know? Umm… so… a lot

of people attending the focus groups were either peers or my bosses so to 

speak. And so, the way I conducted myself in those was… there was two 

things: obviously, I wanted to show my professionalism to… to them, but by 

being professional, it added credence to what I was doing, you know… 

Yeah, definitely.

Thus a participant’s attempts to continually project a professional self-image can

be explained by their recognition that professional credibility is socially defined. 

Furthermore, that judgements are continuously being made in relation to their 

professional credibility by all those that they come into contact with. 
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5.4.3.1.3 Investing in learning
If participants recognise that judgements associated with their credibility are 

continuously taking place, it is a short conceptual leap to hypothesise that their 

willingness to invest in learning is at least in part related to their continual attempts 

to evidence professional credibility; a notion supported by the discussion provided in

Chapter 1 in relation to professional development and master’s education in nursing

(see Section 1.3.4.2, p. 17). 

To illustrate: several participants undertook their master’s programmes in order 

to transition from one professional role to another, usually undertaking their master’s

as a requisite part of a specialist nursing qualification. In such instances participants

treat master’s programmes as a necessary and legitimised process for professional 

recognition: to attain the status as a qualified professional of a particular type, an 

investment in master’s level learning must be made. It is worth noting that in such 

instances the academic award is perceived as secondary to the professional 

recognition being sought. Jessica demonstrates this well:

Jessica: […] And it was almost like I never even thought about this whole 

master’s thing. In fact I was… I was going to do my health visiting 

qualification; that's all I thought. And then it was almost, “Ooh you've already

got a degree, you can do the master’s”. In a way it wasn't my choice. All I 

ever wanted to do was the health visitor [course].

In contrast, both Hayley and Lily stated that they were not motivated by a desire 

to transition between roles:

Lily: […] I don't need to do it to progress my career. I am where I want to be. 

I don't want to be anywhere else. I don't want to be promoted. I am quite 

happy where I am.

However both, in common with all other participants, continuously attempted to 

relate their learning to their clinical practice, and thereby continually demonstrate 

their expertise to others. Hayley illustrates this, linking her motivation for her 

research topic to her desire to make ward rounds more efficient: 

Hayley: […] what I also wanted to do was that there is an issue… I don't 

know if you know about the thing called the Productive Ward? Which is all 

about Six-Sigma and things like that, and lean working, and lean thinking… 
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and I wondered if I could apply some of those principles. […] Apply those 

principles to the ward round and take out the steps that weren't needed and 

make it more efficient.

Investments in learning can prove costly and often extend far beyond monetary 

boundaries. For instance, all participants found that their experiences of undertaking

master’s research, to some degree, impacted on other aspects of their lives, and 

several described the experience in more profound terms: Emily referred to feeling 

“exhausted”, Sophie stated “I feel like I have quite lost my sense of umm 

personality”, and Liz described the process as “all consuming”. Such a finding is 

supported by the work of Ward and Dixon (2014) who observed that part-time 

students reported the experience as “all invading” (p. 172). Similarly, as discussed 

in Section 5.3.5.1 (p. 167), Kember (1999) and Yum, Kember and Siaw (2005) 

demonstrate that adult students often sacrifice aspects of their social and family 

lives as a consequence of investing in a programme of part-time learning. Accepting

these costs as a commonly experienced facet of master’s study, the extent to which 

participants are willing to invest in learning helps to illustrate the value they afford to 

being able to demonstrate their professional credibility.

5.4.3.2 Source credibility
Participants’ attempts to enhance their power and status by continually ‘Seeking 

professional credibility’ are further illustrated through the theoretical concept of 

source credibility. For instance Sophie, in common with several other participants, 

recognised the importance of being a credible source of information for patients:

Sophie: […] bearing in mind I have to feed a lot of information back to my 

patients, that take on board every single word you say. “Well practice nurse 

said that, and I need to do that" so I have to make sure that my information 

is very reliable.

Umeogu (2012, p. 112) defines source credibility as:

A situation where message believability is dependent on the credibility status

of the sender in the minds and eyes of the receivers.
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Thus source credibility is based on the assumption that people do not judge the 

information they receive purely on its own merit, but rather they consider additional 

information, such as factors relating to the information’s source (Copeland, 

Gunawan, & Bies-Hernandez, 2011; Hovland, Janis, & Kelley, 1953; Shieber, 2012).

Conceptually, source credibility theories can be dated as far back as Aristotle’s 

notion of ethos (Umeogu, 2012), and can be argued to be congruent with Shapin’s 

proposition that credibility is socially defined (Shapin, 1995).  In consequence, 

Smith’s taxonomy of clinical credibility in nursing (Smith, 2010) can be argued to 

relate to social judgements of a practitioner’s source credibility: trustworthiness is 

judged on perceptions of honesty, fairness, reliability and kindness; caring is judged 

on perceptions of a nurse’s dedication and ability to form effective relationships; and

expertise is judged on perceptions of the nurse’s knowledge, experience, spirit and 

ability to communicate. 

Given a source of information can influence the believability of a given message,

it is easy to see how source credibility correlates to notions of empowerment and 

status as argued in Chapter 4 of this thesis. For example, Umeogu (2012) discusses

the influence of source credibility in relation to advertising, politics and religion. In 

each instance, he argues source credibility can be used to manipulate the 

behaviours of those targeted to receive the information being communicated. Such 

an argument relates to the power of persuasion, and is supported by Shieber (2012)

who adds that judgements associated with source credibility are known to be 

notoriously unreliable. Therefore, to be judged a credible source, is to be, rightly or 

wrongly, afforded status that brings with it the power to influence others. 

Participants within this study can be argued to tacitly and consciously consider 

their potential professional source credibility. For instance, Peter compares his 

experience of doing research to his conception of professionalism, implying that he 

is more credible as a professional as a consequence of “doing that a bit more than 

most nurses would do”: 

Peter (I2): Umm. Well I suppose it by, you know, as a professional we are 

always meant to be trying to improve, and we are always talking about 

clinical governance, and things about, you know, how we are looking at how 

we can do things better, and how we can improve care for our patients, and 

umm, I suppose you know, through doing… doing the research that’s 

ultimately what… what we are looking to do. You know? Umm. Although not 

all nurses do do research, but my professionalism, you know, I suppose was
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been demonstrated by, you know, by doing that a bit more than most nurses

would do.

In Chapter 4, I demonstrate that participants continually seek to publicly and 

privately reaffirm their own conception of ‘Being-a-credible-professional’. It is 

important to note that this observation suggests that participants constantly 

considered their own ‘source credibility’ based on their awareness of social context. 

Abigail, for example, demonstrated how she considered her youthful appearance 

contradicted the stereotypical image of what a health visitor should look like: 

Abigail I2: […] But yes, I always feel that I have to justify my position and 

umm… people do judge a book by its… by their cover.”

Such a notion is again supported by the dramaturgical analysis of Goffman

(1959). Specifically, Goffman suggests that a sincere performer needs to be 

convinced by their own portrayal of reality in order to be believed by others. It is my 

contention that such judgements form part of a participant’s real-time construction of

professional ‘Being’, and are thereby used to determine self-action. This is 

significant in that source credibility theories usually consider source credibility 

judgements as involving more than one person: the receiver of a message and the 

source of communication. The findings of this thesis suggest that judgements of 

source credibility are also applied reflexively.

5.4.4 Constructing professional ‘Being’
This section aims to complete the discussion of the findings of this thesis by 

theoretically integrating the core category ‘Constructing a sense of professional 

Being’. I will open the section by positioning professional ontology theory in relation 

to the findings of other literature that has attempted to examine the research 

experiences of master’s students. I will argue that professional ontology theory 

represents a novel conceptualisation of the master’s research experience. I will then

briefly discuss each of the core theoretical mechanisms that are identified in the 

process of “Constructing a sense of professional being”. These are:

 Real-time consciousness and the reflexive loop

 Recognising the social nature of reality

 Having cognisance of ‘Being’

 Utilising temporal dimensions of self-conceptualisation.
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5.4.4.1 Explaining versus describing master’s research 
experiences
All of the literature identified in Table 5.1 (p. 144), relating to the research 

experiences of master’s students or a specific sub-part of that experience, can be 

said to be descriptive. In contrast, this study not only describes the processes of 

adaption and accommodation experienced by participants, but also forms an 

explanatory theory of the processes identified. Consequently, it can be said that this

investigation represents an original contribution to what is known about the 

experiences of qualified professionals undertaking master’s research. However, by 

examining the literature it is possible to identify some similarities that can then be 

argued to support the theoretical process of ‘Constructing a sense of professional 

being’. 

Dysthe et al. (2006) utilised Lave and Wenger’s theory of legitimised peripheral 

participation to analyse the impact of a multi-modal approach to master’s research 

supervision. Of particular interest was their finding that showed the new approach 

adopted helped to facilitate participants’ enculturation into the academic community.

Enculturation is a process whereby individuals learn to adopt to the values and 

norms of a given culture (Kim, Ahn, & Lam, 2009). In the context described it is 

unlikely that enculturation was the outcome observed, but rather the process of 

acculturation, whereby a person from one culture assimilates the norms and values 

of another culture (Kim et al., 2009). Both processes can be argued to be deeply 

transformative for those involved, each person learning to become an accepted 

member of the new culture being adopted. This can be argued to support the 

theoretical premise that professionals respond to their interpretations of social rules 

and norms in order to reinforce their self and public perception of ‘Being-a-credible-

professional’. In the following example, Peter describes how his interpretation of 

professional norms led him to select a topic that would help reinforce his 

professionalism:

Peter (I2): […] as a professional you want to one, improve yourself, but also 

improve the standards of service, and you know, care, that you give to 

patients. Umm. So… when I was deciding what I was going to do and 

whether I was going to go forward with this, one of the key things was, well, 

will it have any meaning?
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Franken (2012) utilised re-situation theory to explore the experiences of 

international students during the planning stage of their master’s research projects. 

Franken identifies the importance of the investigation by stating:

The transition to becoming a research student involves a change, a new way

of being, or a becoming of something else—invoked in part by the re-

situation challenges that students are presented with.  (Franken, 2012, p. 

848)

Clearly, for Franken the experience of learning to research is more than simply 

that of gaining new knowledge or extending a range of practice skills. Rather, it 

extends to the adoption of a new way of Being, and is therefore deeply 

transformative for those involved. Furthermore, in her findings Franken identifies 

that her participants needed to reconcile their new role identities as researchers with

their previous role identities. Such assertions can be argued to support the 

theoretical premise presented here. Specifically, participants respond to their 

interpretations of social context by adapting their constructions of professional 

‘Being’, in order to assimilate notions of becoming a researcher (of some type) with 

their existing notions of being professional. 

Franken’s results can be compared to those of Dysthe et al. (2006) in that both 

recognise participants as needing to engage in a process of deep personal 

transformation, albeit the mechanisms for describing this process differ. Similarly, 

within this inquiry transformation is identified as an important facet of the 

participants’ experience. However, here it is said to relate to an ontological process 

as opposed to an anthropological or social process as described by Franken (2012) 

and Dysthe et al. (2006). In this study, transformations are most often described in 

terms of ontological constructions of professional role. For example, Jessica is cited 

as wanting to transform “from being a midwife to being a health visitor”. 

Furthermore, participants describe ontological transformations taking place as a 

consequence of becoming more self-confident or professionally credible:

Sally: […] yeah, afterwards it did give you the confidence… the authority. 

You’d see, particularly in medics, listening more than others.

As such, transformation is portrayed as connected to constructions of 

professional ‘Being’: an ever on-going process of changing one’s conceptualisation 

of self. 
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5.4.4.2 Forming a real-time reflexive consciousness 
In Chapter 4 I state:

In the context of experiencing master’s research, participants demonstrate 

that they continually construct their sense of professional ‘Being’; forming a 

real-time ontological consciousness of self as a professional. (p. 131)

I go on to define real-time as relating to a participant’s being-in-the-moment: 

having a cognisance of self when living the experience of a specific social context. 

Furthermore, I suggest that because participants are consciously aware of their own

existence, any real-time interpretations of social context will necessarily include a 

reflexive interpretation of their own influence on that context. Here, I will critically, if 

briefly, discuss the notions of a real-time and reflexive consciousness.

5.4.4.2.1 Real-time constructions of Being
Real-time is presented as the time in which a specific ontological process occurs: 

the temporal ‘moment’ of ‘Being’. 

Consider the following example provided by Emily: 

Emily: […] I've been in a situation where I could have done a Ventouse 

delivery for a bradycardia, a foetal bradycardia. The doctors were in A&E, 

umm, with a lady who had collapsed due to an ectopic pregnancy. We had a

foetal bradycardia on the labour ward and they had to run all the way over…

[…] And this foetal heart was 50, and it wasn't recovering. And I had the 

skills to do it, but I was the coordinator. Where do I go, what do I do? The 

consultant was coming in from home, because we had two emergencies 

going on. And I didn't know what to do. I was in an ethical dilemma.

Here Emily described how she was aware of her social context when responding

to a traumatic clinical event on the labour ward. Having at the time completed her 

Advanced Practice degree, Emily was competent to carry out Ventouse deliveries. 

However, such deliveries exceeded her permitted role as a labour ward coordinator.

Her awareness of social context led her to the real-time perception of being “in an 

ethical dilemma”, and therefore torn between two equally unattractive options: 

acting as a labour ward coordinator and not undertaking the Ventouse delivery, 

thereby risking the death of the unborn baby and mother; or acting as an Advanced 

Midwifery Practitioner and doing the Ventouse delivery, and facing the potential of 
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professional misconduct charges. Emily goes on to describe how a doctor arrived 

just in time, and how she sought to debrief with an expert colleague after the event. 

Sadly, this debrief left her little clearer on how she should act should a similar event 

happen in the future.

Given symbolic interactionism is the theoretical perspective used to underpin the

methodology of this investigation, it is perhaps unsurprising to find that such theory 

can be argued to support the concept of real-time as it is described above. For 

example, Charon (2009) in outlining the basic assumptions of symbolic 

interactionism states: 

The cause of human action is the result of what is occurring in our present 

situation. (p. 28)

In so doing, he identifies the temporal concept of the “present” as having 

particular significance in an individual’s interpretation of the world. This assertion 

can be argued to align to Emily’s awareness of being faced with an ethical dilemma,

albeit it should also be remembered that Emily’s description of events was filtered 

through her current sense of ‘Being-in-the-moment’ at the time of the interview. This

conception infers that our experience of the world represents a sequential series of 

“present” moments, and that in each we continually attempt to interpret social 

context in order to determine how to act. Put simply: that we interpret the world 

around us in “real-time”. 

Furthermore, the philosopher Henri Bergson (1913) distinguished between the 

concepts real-time and measurable-time in his thesis ‘Time and Free Will’. Scott

(2006, p. 186) neatly summarises Bergson’s notion of real-time, stating:

‘Real time’, as such, is only ever lived, and perceived in the continuousness

of its being lived.

Bergson’s ontological conception of real-time can therefore be argued to support

the concept of real-time as it is presented in this thesis. Of particular value is 

Bergson’s connection of the lived experience to the consciousness of that 

experience: real-time is lived in the consciousness of Being. Therefore, without a 

real-time consciousness of Being, Emily would have failed to recognise the situation

she was in as representing a professional dilemma, nor would she have recognised 

the anecdote as being useful to illustrate her point within the context of her 

interview. 

203



Finally, it is important to note that the conception of time as a continual series of 

“present” moments does not go uncontested within philosophy. For example, 

Heidegger (1962) develops an alternative conception of temporality as a 

consequence of his phenomenological analysis of Dasein. Given this analysis also 

directly relates to the mechanism ‘Temporal dimensions of self-conceptualisation’, 

this will be discussed later in this chapter (see Section 5.4.4.5.1, p. 211). 

5.4.4.2.2 Reflexive consciousness
In Chapter 4, I suggest that participants have a real-time reflexive consciousness for

any given social context. This means that they continually attempt to interpret their 

own influence in any given situation of which they have consciousness. Sophie 

helps illustrate the point when she describes meeting her supervisor for the first 

time. Note how in the quote below she utilises her real-time self-consciousness to 

reflexively interpret the impact she thinks she is having on the social context. This 

reflexive self-consciousness is then used by Sophie to determine how to act; in this 

instance, deciding not to ask further questions in an attempt to salvage her image 

as being a credible professional and not an idiot: 

Sophie: […] We discussed what we were doing to begin with and I said 

semi-structured interviews. And straight away there was a lot of things 

thrown at me, which they would be: ‘Why do you want to do this?’ de-de-derr

and everything else. And I thought, ‘Oh God’ you know? And I thought, and I

was kind of like holding back then thinking ‘Don't… don't ask any more 

questions Sophie, you're making an idiot of yourself here’.

Such a theoretical conception can be aligned to symbolic interactionism

(Blumer, 1969; Charon, 2009; Perinbanayagam, 1985), and particularly the social 

behaviourism of Mead (1934) from which symbolic-interactionist theories are often 

said to be founded (Blumer, 1969; Charon, 2009). For example, Mead (1934, p. 

134) states:

The evolutionary appearance of mind or intelligence takes place when the 

whole of the social process of experience and behaviour is brought within 

the experience of any one of the separate individuals implicated therein, and

when the individual’s adjustment to the process is modified and refined by 

the awareness or consciousness which he thus has of it. It is by means of 
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reflexiveness – the turning-back of the experience of the individual upon 

himself – that the whole social process is thus brought into the experience of

the individuals involved in it; it is by such means, which enable the individual 

to take the attitude of the other towards himself, and that the individual is 

consciously to adjust himself to that process, and to modify the resultant of 

that process in any given social act in terms of his adjustment to it. 

Reflexiveness, then, is the essential condition, within the social process, for 

the development of mind.

In short, according to Mead, an individual’s reflexive capacity, their ability to 

interpret their actions (or intended actions) as influencing the world around them, is 

essential when interpreting how to respond to any given social context. Mead goes 

on to describe this reflexive capacity in terms of two self-constructs: the “I” and the 

“Me” (Mead, 1934, p. 173). The “Me” is portrayed as an individual’s reflexive self-

consciousness of how others perceive them, and the “I” is an individual’s response 

to the “me”; known only to an individual in reflection (post-action), it is a concept of 

self that is positioned as being creative and interpretative to specific contexts

(Aboulafia, 2012; Elliott, 2007). 

When applied to the context of this inquiry, the “Me” can be argued to relate to a 

participant’s self-awareness of what constitutes credible professional practice, and 

the “I” their attempt to ensure any professional self-action aligns to both the “Me” 

and the unique context of the situation faced. Related back to the previous example 

from Sophie, the “Me” can be argued to represent Sophie’s real-time reflexive self-

consciousness of how her actions were influencing the discussion she was having 

with her supervisor, whilst the “I” represented her decision to stop asking questions. 

Yet, there exists a problem with this analysis: Sophie described being consciously 

aware of her decision to stop asking questions at the time; therefore this was not an 

example of a sub-conscious act known only in reflection as Mead describes the “I”, 

but an intentional act in response to a real-time reflexive consciousness of self in 

context.

It is important to note that Mead’s conceptions of self, or those derived from 

them by so-called second generation symbolic interactionists (Powell, 2013), are not

intended to be metaphysical (Aboulafia, 2012; Mead, 1934). Consequently, such 

conceptions of self are not examined from the perspective of ontology; a fact that 

may help explain the discrepancy identified in the preceding paragraph. When 

considered from the perspective of Heidegger, the approach proposed by Mead and

developed further within symbolic interactionism can be argued to be consistent with
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the natural sciences’ pre-occupation with ontically orientated notions of ‘Being’

(Heidegger, 1962; Wheeler, 2015). Consequently, they can be criticised as failing to

consider an essential aspect of social interaction: the ‘Being’ of those involved. 

Here it is my contention that an individual’s capacity for reflexivity aligns to their 

ability to engage in the process of self-conceptualisation. This is addressed 

specifically in Section 5.4.4.4 (p. 205).

5.4.4.3 Professional ontology theory & the social nature of reality
In ‘Constructing a sense of professional being’ participants are described as 

recognising and acting towards specific social contexts. Such a position can be said

to be indicative of the symbolic interactionist roots of this inquiry. For instance, 

Charon (2009, p. 28) stated: "The human being must be understood as a social 

person" when defining the core assumptions of symbolic interactionism. However, 

according to professional ontology theory recognising the social context of reality is 

not primarily a social-psychological mechanism, but rather a mechanism of 

ontology; each participant is considered influenced by their interpretation of specific 

social context whilst constructing their sense of professional ‘Being’. In order to help

illustrate this process, throughout the thesis I have stressed how participants are 

concerned with perceptions of professional credibility: constructing their sense of 

professional ‘Being’ in alignment to what they interpret as representing the most 

appropriate professional response for a specific social context. For instance, in 

Chapter 4 Peter described how he continually strived to “project” himself as a “good

professional” in a social world. In so doing, participants can be said to demonstrate 

an interpretative awareness of social norms and rules. 

In this section of the chapter I will briefly consider the notion that participants 

recognise the social nature of their reality by positioning this against Heidegger’s 

ontology. I will do this by first giving a very short introduction to Heidegger’s 

conception of Dasein, Being-with-others and non-authentic self. 

5.4.4.3.1 Dasein, Being-with-others and authentic/non-authentic self
Heidegger’s concept of Dasein is neatly summarised by Wheeler (2015) as 

“Heidegger's label for the distinctive mode of Being realized by human beings”. 

Dasein is used by Heidegger as an analytical device for exploring “the question of 

the meaning of Being” (Heidegger, 1962, p. 21), and is based on the assumption 

that “thinking of being is the same as Being” (Macquarrie, 1997, p. 18). Put simply, 

that humans have the unique capacity to question the meaning of their Being, and in
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so doing reveal fundamental characteristics about the nature of Being (Macquarrie, 

1997). 

By subjecting Dasein to phenomenological analysis, Heidegger identifies 

numerous inter-related characteristics of Dasein (existentialia). At the most essential

level Dasein is characterised as Being-in-the-world (Heidegger, 1962), the 

characteristic whereby Dasein recognises its own existence as dwelling in the world 

amongst other entities. Heidegger explores Dasein’s Being-in-the-world at some 

length, but of particular importance to this discussion is the fact that Heidegger’s 

analysis leads him to conclude that the world must be a common world (Macquarrie,

1997). Dasein is a Being-with (Heidegger, 1962), and the world which it inhabits is a

world of ‘Others’ (Being-with-others). 

Being-with-others represents an important characteristic of Dasein in that 

‘Others’ are considered to assert an influence over Dasein’s existence within the 

world (Macquarrie, 1997; Wartenberg, 2008). In particular, ‘Others’, also referred to 

by the more ubiquitous term the ‘They’, commonly dominate Dasein and thus 

prevent Dasein from being its ‘authentic Self’:

The Self of everyday Dasein is the they-self, which we distinguish from the 

authentic Self – that is, from the Self which has been taken hold of in its own

way. As they-self, the particular Dasein has been dispersed into the “they”, 

and must first find itself. (Heidegger, 1962, p. 167)

Heidegger therefore recognises social influence as impacting on individual 

Being. Dasein is absorbed into the public-ness of the ‘They’, a process he describes

as “falling” (Heidegger, 1962, p. 219). Falling thus leads to a ‘non-authentic Self’ 

whereby individuals engage in the world in response to their perceptions of social 

norms. In contrast, Dasein as ‘authentic Self’ acts on the basis of free will, 

independent of any concern for others (Wartenberg, 2008).

5.4.4.3.2  The non-authentic  Self  in  relation  to professional  ontology
theory
Parallels between Heidegger’s conception of ‘non-authentic Self’ and a participant’s 

‘professional-Being’ can be argued to exist. For instance, throughout this inquiry 

participants demonstrate that they are concerned with ‘Seeking professional 

credibility’, utilising real-time reflexive interpretations of social context to reaffirm 

their status as ‘Being-a-credible-professional’. As such, professional ‘Being’ can be 

said to represent a form of ‘non-authentic Self’, wherein participants are pre-
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occupied with conforming to socially defined norms and rules that they interpret as 

related to professional credibility. The following quote from Abigail helps illustrate 

the point in that she shows both an awareness of Being-with-others and a desire to 

conform to expectations:

Abigail (I2): [...] and I would hate for someone to think that I wasn’t pulling 

my weight in that team. 

However, it is important to note that such an argument does not quash the 

possibility for professional ‘Being’ to also represent a form of ‘authentic Self’; albeit it

can be reasoned that such a polarised conception of professional ‘Being’ is perhaps

unreflective of the complex constructions of social context that participants 

encounter. For example, Jessica’s decision to transform her professional role from 

midwife to health visitor can perhaps be considered reflective of her ‘authentic Self’. 

Jessica describes wanting to realise this change for herself, and that she was 

motivated by the personal satisfaction this role would bring. Yet, the role of health 

visitor is socially defined, as illustrated by its professional status. Therefore, Jessica,

in order to realise this sense of ‘authentic Self’, would need to continually engage 

with the socially defined norms and processes associated with the role of health 

visitor. In short, Jessica’s ‘authentic Self’ is entwined with her need to respond to 

her social context, and therefore is always to some degree ‘non-authentic’. 

5.4.4.4 Cognising Being
In Chapter 4 I state that cognisance of ‘Being’ is illustrated by participants’ 

references to differing aspects of their self-conceptualisation. Here, I will clarify the 

definition of self-conceptualisation in relation to this thesis, presenting self-

conceptualisation as an ontological process whereby participants become 

reflexively self-aware within specific social contexts. From this foundation, I will 

argue that the phenomenological notions of pre-reflective and reflective self-

consciousness correspond to, and therefore support, the theoretical premise of self-

conceptualisation presented here. Finally, I will utilise these phenomenological 

devices to differentiate participants’ expressions of self-conceptualisation to notions 

of identity.
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5.4.4.4.1 Defining self-conceptualisation
‘Self’ is a difficult term to define precisely (Brewer & Hewstone, 2004; Elliott, 2007; 

Oyserman, 2004; Zahavi, 2008). Vignoles, Schwartz and Luyckx (2013) argue that 

this is a consequence of multiple authors, from numerous disciplines, using the 

word self to imply a myriad of possible meanings. Indeed, it can be argued that 

numerous conceptual variations of self have been incorporated throughout this 

thesis. Given the ambiguity that exists in relation to concepts of self, it is considered 

necessary to briefly define the term self-conceptualisation as it is used here. 

In Chapter 4, I theorised that professional self-action (‘Being’ professional), 

arises from a real-time reflexive ontological construction of self as a professional 

(professional ‘Being’), within social contexts that are interpreted as requiring a 

professional response. Inherent in this statement is the suggestion that individuals 

continually engage in an on-going ontological process of self-conceptualisation. 

Specifically: that they are continually conscious of their real-time existence within a 

social context, and reflexively form concepts relating to who they are and how they 

should act. 

Such references to self-conceptualisation are numerous throughout the data, 

and frequently include references to personal attributes, feelings, and roles. Often 

these are pre-fixed with a marker of temporal dimension for the self-

conceptualisation being referred to, such as the phrase “I am” indicating ‘being-in-

the-moment’ (temporal dimensions related to self-conceptualisation are discussed in

Section 5.4.4.5, p. 210). To illustrate the point: self-conceptualisations of identity are

frequently indicated in relation to role; "I am the manager" (Lily) and “I am a 

supervisor of midwives” (Emily). Self-conceptualisation of personality may be 

referred to by phrases such as "I am driven" (Jessica, Abigail) or "I am a better 

person" (Felicity, Ruby). Furthermore, self-conceptualisations related to emotional 

state are described in terms of: "I am pleased" (Peter, Kate and Hayley), and “I am 

quite happy” (Oliver). 

However it is also possible to argue a participant’s self-conceptualisation may be

referred to tacitly; occurring in real-time as participants actively construct their 

professional ‘Being’ in response to interpretations of social context. As an example, 

consider the following statement taken form Emily’s interview:

Emily: […] It was probably two things one was umm a clinical incident which 

really (clears throat) I was on shift which was really traumatic. Umm. And 

err, I don't think I should go into that really…
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In referring to an experience from her past, Emily can be said to be utilising a 

reflective sense of self-consciousness whereby she is able to associate past 

experiences to previous states of her ‘Being’. However, whilst recalling this past 

experience she suddenly reaches a point whereby she realises that this topic should

not be discussed (for whatever reason) within her current social context (the 

interview). 

Put differently, in ‘Constructing a sense of professional ‘Being’’ participants 

utilise two simultaneous processes for self-conceptualisation: consciously through 

reflection on past states of Being, or unconsciously through their tacit construction 

of ‘Being-in-the-moment’. Such a proposition can be supported by existing 

ontological theory; specifically, through the concepts of pre-reflective and reflective 

self-consciousness (Zahavi, 2008).

5.4.4.4.2 Pre-reflective & reflective self-consciousness
The terms ‘pre-reflective self-consciousness’ and ‘reflective self-consciousness’ 

relate to the phenomenological argument that all conscious experiences, to some 

extent, must involve a tacit self-consciousness (S. Gallagher & Zahavi, 2015; 

Zahavi, 2008). Whilst this theoretical notion is attributed to Zahavi (2008), he argues

that the concept represents a common feature of all major phenomenological 

theories, and can be therefore traced back to the nineteenth century. To illustrate 

his argument, he cites examples from Husserl, Heidegger and Sartre. 

Simply put, Zahavi’s argument suggests that self-consciousness can be divided 

into at least two contrasting domains: a low-level pre-reflective domain, and a high-

level reflective domain. The low-level pre-reflective domain is that which directly 

encounters a given experience: the self-consciousness that identifies an experience

as being “mine” at the time of the experience itself. In contrast, the reflective domain

relates to a secondary and higher level form of self-consciousness, whereby an 

individual is somehow self-aware of experiences occurring in their past (e.g. via 

processes of thinking, narrative or reflection) (S. Gallagher & Zahavi, 2015). 

It is important to note that Zahavi’s notions related to consciousness have an 

ontological root: specifically, the philosophical concept of intentionality (Zahavi, 

2008). Definitions of intentionality differ (for examples see Jacob, 2014). However, 

in each of its phenomenological guises, intentionality can be argued to represent a 

concept that relates to Being. It is also possible to assert that Zahavi’s conception of

experience as being “mine” at the time of the experience, correlates closely to 
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Bergson’s ontological conception of real-time presented in Section 5.4.4.2.1 (p. 199,

Bergson, 1913).

When compared to the professional ontology theory, Zahavi’s conception of pre-

reflective self-consciousness can be argued to share numerous similarities to my 

description of self-conceptualisation, thereby supporting the theoretical premise 

proposed. For example, both concepts connect with ontological processes of Being.

Similarly, both represent processes whereby individuals consciously engage in 

experience as that experience occurs (represented here by the concepts of ‘real-

time’ and Being-in-the-moment). Furthermore, both recognise experience as 

belonging to the individual who is experiencing it (experience is experienced in the 

first-person context). 

However self-conceptualisation, as it is portrayed here, differs from pre-reflective

consciousness in respect of the notion of reflexivity. To explain: within the context of

professional ontology theory, reflexivity has been defined in relation to Mead’s 

conception of self as a product of social interaction. As such, a participant’s reflexive

ability requires them not just to be self-conscious of the experience that is occurring 

in the moment, but also to be self-conscious of past experiences, and the 

possibilities of experiences yet to come. Referring back to the example provided by 

Emily on p. 206, three temporal dimensions of her professional ‘Being’ are implied: 

a sense of Being-in-the-past as she reflectively described a particular clinical 

incident from her own past; a current sense of Being-in-the-moment in that she 

recognised that she was considering disclosing information that should be kept 

private; and a sense of future-Being in that she could foresee some type of potential

repercussion of disclosing information about the incident she had experienced. 

At this juncture, it is worth remembering that whilst self-conceptualisation may 

be described as having numerous states, ontologically self-consciousness is 

typically portrayed as a unified concept (Heidegger, 1962; Macquarrie, 1997; 

Zahavi, 2008). This was concisely portrayed by Sartre when he stated, 

“Consciousness of self is not dual” (Sartre, 1943, p. 8). Accepting this cohesive 

conception of self-consciousness, an individual can be argued to have the capacity 

to be simultaneously pre-reflectively self-conscious and reflectively self-conscious, 

albeit never for the same experience. Indeed, it is possible to argue that any 

experience of reflective self-consciousness suggests a simultaneous experience of 

pre-reflective self-consciousness. Put simply: looking back at an experience is in 

itself an experience of looking back, an interpretation of the past from the 

perspective of the present. Self-conceptualisation can therefore be suggested to be 

a process whereby participants continually engage in a pre-reflective self-
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consciousness. Given the secondary nature of reflective self-consciousness it 

becomes possible to explain how participants can be self-reflexive in any given 

context.

5.4.4.4.3 Conception of personal attributes, feelings, and roles
The conception of personal attributes and roles can be associated with existing 

notions of identity (Oyserman, 2004; Vignoles et al., 2013). For instance, Vignoles 

et al. (2013) identify three “levels” at which identity is commonly defined, and each 

of these can be shown to relate to aspects of participants’ self-conceptualisation as 

identified in Chapter 4. To illustrate more fully: individual identity, whereby a person 

self-defines aspects of their identity at the level of the individual (Vignoles et al., 

2013), can be said to relate to participants’ references within their interviews to 

having particular personal attributes such as: “determined” (Felicity, Ruby, Abigail, 

Grace and Alice), “organised” (Oliver, Bobby and Sally), and “philosophical” (Oliver).

Similarly, relational identity, whereby identity is ascribed to an individual’s social 

roles (Vignoles et al., 2013), can be argued to relate to participants’ references to 

roles and role conflict during their descriptions of putting research into practice. 

Abigail provides an illustration of both when she states:

Abigail (I1): […] But yeah, in a way you’re a researcher, but you're a health 

visitor as well. So it's easy for them to say, “can I just ask this before you 

go?" So yes your research role and your professional role sometimes 

clash…

However, such comparisons can be argued to provide only a reflective 

illustration of a participant’s self-conceptualisation. For instance, Gallagher and 

Zahavi (2015) state that reflective self-consciousness is a “second order cognition”. 

As such, reflective self-consciousness provides an interpretative report of 

experience, but not the self-consciousness of the experience itself. Such a position 

is aligned to Charmaz’s contention that constructionist grounded theories are based 

on layers of interpretation between the participant and the researcher (Charmaz, 

2006, 2013). Furthermore, given that notions of self and identity are commonly 

considered to be constructed phenomena (Brewer & Hewstone, 2004; Elliott, 2007; 

Oyserman, 2004; Vignoles et al., 2013), and often based on our ability to socially 

interact (Elliott, 2007; Goffman, 1959; Mead, 1934), it is perhaps unsurprising to find

references to identity within this analysis. Put differently, references to professional 
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identity represent constructed products of reflective self-consciousness. Yet, it is 

also worth remembering that not all such referents of self-conceptualisation relate 

directly to a participant’s construction of identity. For example, participants describe 

themselves as experiencing a range of feelings and emotions as they engaged in 

their experiences of research, such as: “stressed” (Felicity, Sophie, Kate, Peter, Lily 

and Liz); “hopeful” (Ruby and Lily); and “excited” (Jessica and Peter). Such 

descriptions show a capacity for reflective self-consciousness, but can at best only 

be indirectly related to conceptions of personal identity. Subsequently, the concept 

of self-identity will not be pursued further within this thesis. 

5.4.4.5 Exploring temporal dimensions of self-conceptualisation
So far in this thesis I have identified and discussed several findings that indicate 

participants referring to three temporal dimensions during the process of self-

conceptualisation. For example, in Chapter 4 I described how temporal domains 

might be conveyed in the language used by the participants. To expand: references 

such as “I was” are portrayed as relating to the construction of reflective self-

conceptualisations, and thereby a participant’s recognition of ‘Being-in-the-past’. 

Similarly, references to “I am” are considered as indicative of a current sense of 

temporality, and are used to represent ‘Being-in-the-moment’. Additionally, “I will be”

is said to refer to a participant’s self-conceptualisation of a future self, a notion of 

temporal possibility representing their ‘Future-Being’. Furthermore, in other 

examples such as that provided by Emily in Section 5.4.4.4.1 (p. 206), multiple 

temporal dimensions can be interpreted from within the text without the participant 

making them explicit. 

In Section 5.4.2 (p. 182), I add further support for the process of self-

conceptualisation as having temporal dimensions by discussing how participants 

use metaphorical constructions of journeying to conceptually map their movement 

through time. And, furthermore, earlier in this chapter I discuss the concept of real-

time as indicative of ‘Being-in-the-moment’. Finally, in the previous section of this 

chapter, I identify how the process of self-conceptualisation, as it is used in this 

thesis, can extend our understanding of phenomenological notions of pre-reflective 

and reflective consciousness. Both concepts can be argued to correspond to the 

notions of ‘Being-in-the-moment’ and ‘Being-in-the-past’ respectively. 

In this section of the chapter I aim to argue that the conception of time as 

portrayed within this thesis is supported by existing philosophical notions of time.
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5.4.4.5.1 The temporal dimensions of self-conceptualisation 
According to Scott (2006) and Nicolaidis (2008) ontological conceptions of time are 

usually rooted in the philosophies of Bergson (1913) and Heidegger (1962). To 

illustrate, both philosophers argue that time cannot be adequately portrayed as 

existing outside the entity that determines it. Consequently, time is considered to be 

an essential characteristic of Being; it is lived through, endured, and experienced 

temporally. Consequently, time as it is defined by ontological philosophers is often 

contrasted to the scientific notions of time popularised in physics (Nicolaidis, 2008; 

D. Scott, 2006). Proponents of the latter view portray time as a discrete entity 

independent of any determining entity, and sequential in format, typically 

represented by a series of present moments (Nicolaidis, 2008; D. Scott, 2006).

The theoretical process of self-conceptualisation outlined within this thesis 

portrays participants as recognising three possible temporal states of professional 

‘Being’: Being-in-the-past, Being-in-the-moment, and Future-Being. It is important to

remember that each of these possible self-conceptions has been argued to occur in 

real-time as a consequence of the continual process of self-conceptualisation. 

Therefore, whilst a participant may choose to perceive themselves in relation to any 

of the three temporal states identified, they do so whilst simultaneously ‘Being-in-

the-moment’. A further example helps to illustrate this premise:

Bobby: […] I don't think that person wanted to do that piece of work, if I'm 

honest with you. I think it was apparent to everyone in the room. And yours 

truly ended up being possibly the person to say it to them. (Slight pause). 

Now please God this doesn't land on his desk before marks my piece of 

work, but I... you know and I… I think that your piece of work is about people

trying to attain a master’s and… and various things.

In this example Bobby refers to his ‘Being-in-the-past’ through his use of a 

reflective narrative of past experience. Additionally he demonstrates his awareness 

of a potential for ‘Future-Being’ by recognising that his actions have possible 

consequences. However, both temporal references indicate his ‘Being-in-the-

moment’, a real-time judgement that what he is saying is appropriate to his current 

social context (talking to me during an interview). 

The notion that participants always refer to past and future temporal dimensions 

through their ‘Being-in-the-moment’ appears self-contradictory. Furthermore, it risks 

contradicting the ontological premise that time is not a sequential series of 

moments. Therefore it is a point that requires further explanation. 
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In the text above I compared the process of self-conceptualisation to two 

phenomenological states of self-consciousness: pre-reflective and reflective

(Zahavi, 2008). In so doing, I proposed that individuals have the capacity to be 

simultaneously pre-reflectively and reflectively self-conscious, arguing that the 

interpretative nature of reflective self-consciousness always required a pre-reflective

self-consciousness of the reflective experience. Based on the existentialist premise 

that consciousness is always a consciousness of something (Sartre, 1943), pre-

reflective self-consciousness can be argued to represent a constant state of self-

conceptualisation. Thus whilst participants may construct a sense of self-

consciousness that adopts either a past or future tense, to do so always requires 

them to experience doing so through a pre-reflective sense of the present. 

Therefore, whilst a participant may perceive themselves in relation to any of the 

three temporal states identified, they always do so through a real-time pre-reflective 

state of ‘Being-in-the-moment’.

It is possible to argue that the perspective above shares some similarity to 

Heidegger’s conception of temporality in relation to Dasein (Heidegger, 1962). For 

example, Heidegger reasoned that temporality was the essential condition for 

Dasein’s ability to experience the world as ‘care’14. Macquarrie (1997) summarises 

the temporal dimensions of Dasein as: 

 Facticity – whereby Dasein is aware that it has a past that is in some way 

brought into the present. 

 Being-fallen – whereby Dasein has a present absorption in the world in 

which it dwells and is influenced by the ‘They’. 

 Existentiality – whereby Dasein projects possibilities of itself into the future.

Consequently, the temporal dimensions associated with Dasein are defined as 

related to the past, present and future. However, these are not portrayed as serial 

moments in existence, what Heidegger might term as the ontic representation of 

time, but rather they are ‘temporalised’ as distinct ever-present dimensions of 

Dasein’s temporal being (Wheeler, 2015). Subsequently, as Dasein encounters a 

world for which it cares (thrown-ness), it does so simultaneously aware that it has a 

past, and with awareness of its possible future (Wheeler, 2015). 

14

 Heidegger identifies numerous inter-related characteristics (existentialia) of Dasein. 
However, Heidegger unites these characteristics through various processes that come to 
portray “Dasein's ontological structural whole” (Heidegger, 1962, p. 237) portrayed by the 
phenomenon of “Care” (Heidegger, 1962; Macquarrie, 1997; Wheeler, 2015).
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Clearly, Heidegger’s temporal dimensions can be argued to relate to those I 

have associated with the process of self-conceptualisation. However, perhaps 

unsurprisingly given the scope and substantive nature of this study, this is the only 

aspect of the two temporal theories that can be argued to correlate. For example, in 

my discussion of self-conceptualisation, I propose that ‘Being-in the past’ and 

‘Future-Being’ represent forms of self-conceptualisation that can only exist as a 

consequence of ‘Being-in-the-moment’. Such a proposition contrasts to Heidegger’s

conception of Dasein temporalising all three states simultaneously. Comparisons 

between the two must therefore be made with caution.

5.5 Summary
Throughout this chapter, I have demonstrated that there is a lack of published 

literature that explores the student experience of master’s research. I have argued 

that this paucity of literature helps to emphasise the importance of this research. 

Additionally, by discussing each of the 10 theoretical categories presented in 

Chapters 3 and 4, I have theoretically integrated the principal findings of this thesis 

with extant knowledge.

Central to my discussion has been the participants’ strategic use of mechanisms

intended to facilitate the integration of research into their existing constructions of 

personal professional practice. Often the mechanisms used acknowledge that 

research is an on-going process, a journey during which participants need to 

continually monitor and attend to the research project being developed. Similarly, 

they recognise that research constitutes a type of practice, and therefore requires 

them to act purposively within context; demonstrating that they know-how to 

research and can integrate research theory into their practice of research. As such, 

participants consider their actions carefully and deliberately against acknowledged 

social norms and processes, continuously seeking to give and reflexively gain 

reassurances that their research practice is indicative of their Being-a-credible-

professional. In short, participants integrate the actions of research into their 

personal professional practice by attempting to maintain a sense of professional 

‘Being’; a process that involves participants continually constructing a real-time 

ontological consciousness that is then used to interpret social context and 

determine the most appropriate professional response (‘professional ontology 

theory’).

In the next chapter I will reflexively examine how my own influence may have 

impacted on the findings presented.
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Chapter 6: Reflexivity

6.1 Introduction
In outlining the philosophical basis of this inquiry, I state in Chapter 2 that the 

findings represent:

…only one possible relational interpretation of the phenomena studied; a 

singular face of a multifaceted truth, constructed through a discourse 

between researcher and participant, and influenced by the wider cultural 

contexts of both.

Consequently, in order to enhance the confirmability of this thesis, it is 

necessary to analyse the contextual influences that have affected the inquiry. More 

specifically: to reflexively consider how I have inevitably influenced the research 

undertaken. 

I open the chapter by defining reflexivity in relation to research, briefly outlining 

the position of reflexive practice to grounded theory methods in general, and 

constructionist grounded theory in particular. I then progress to discuss the key 

issues that my reflexive analysis has highlighted, considering three interconnected 

reflexive levels: personal, functional and disciplinary (Wilkinson, 1988). Throughout 

the discussion I present arguments that illustrate how my subjectivity has influenced

the process and product of this research. 

6.2 Defining reflexivity
According to Gough (2003, loc. 339) reflexivity in relation to qualitative research:

…facilitates a critical attitude toward locating the impact of research(er) 

context and subjectivity on project design, data collection, data analysis, and

presentation of findings.

At face value, such a definition can be considered congruent to the aim of this 

chapter. However, reflexivity can be argued to represent a far more contested and 

ambiguous concept than is perhaps indicated by such a definition (Finlay, 2002). 

For instance, depending on the academic discipline, philosophical paradigm and 

methodological approach being applied, alternative attitudes, definitions and 

approaches to reflexivity can be shown to exist (Dowling, 2006; Etherington, 2004; 
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Finlay, 2002; Gough, 2003; Holland, 1999). Similarly, reflexivity has a long-standing 

history, Pels (2000) connecting reflexivity to the philosophies of Socrates, Husserl 

and Mead, and associating its emerging popularity within research to a far more 

recent period (the last 40 years). Reflexivity as a concept has thus expanded from 

its basis in philosophy, logic and language, and transformed into a methodological 

concern. 

6.2.1 Reflexivity: the grounded theory perspective
Given the disciplinary influence that is said to exist in relation to reflexivity (see 

previous paragraph), each of the variant forms of grounded theory methodology was

reviewed in relation to its position toward reflexive practice. Table 6.1 provides a 

summary outline of the positions adopted alongside any methods recommended to 

implement reflexivity. It is worth noting that explicit considerations in relation to 

reflexivity only appear in later methodology texts; a probable consequence of the 

relatively recent “reflexive-turn” within debates on research methodology (Lincoln & 

Denzin, 2003, p. 2). Analysis of earlier texts such as Glaser and Strauss (1967), 

Glaser (1978), and Strauss and Corbin (1990, 1998) indicate responses towards 

researcher subjectivity, but not to reflexivity per se. This subjectivity is perhaps best 

illustrated by the concept of theoretical sensitivity, a concept first described in 

Glaser and Strauss’s initial ‘Discovery’ text (Glaser & Strauss, 1967). 

Charmaz (2006, 2013) acknowledges the vital importance of reflexivity within 

constructionist grounded theory, stating: 

Just as the methods we choose influence what we see, what we bring to the 

study also influences what we can see. Qualitative research of all sorts relies

on those who conduct it. We are not passive receptacles into which data are 

poured (Charmaz, 1990, 1998; cf. Glaser & Strauss, 1967; Glaser, 1978). 

We are not scientific observers who can dismiss scrutiny of our values by 

claiming scientific neutrality and authority. Neither observer nor observed 

come to a scene untouched by the world. Researchers and research 

participants make assumptions about what is real, possess stocks of 

knowledge, occupy social statuses, and pursue purposes that influence their

receptive views and actions in the presence of each other. Nether-the-less, 

researchers not participants, are obligated to be reflexive about what we 

bring to the scene, what we see, and how we see it. (Charmaz, 2013, p. 

240) 
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Here Charmaz highlights how the subjective and social natures of both 

researchers and participants lead to a complex co-construction of data. 

Furthermore, she identifies researcher reflexivity as an obligation responding to the 

relativist nature of constructivist inquiry. 

Table 6.1: Grounded theory variants positioning towards reflexivity

GT Type Position towards ‘Reflexivity’ Methods

Original method Not stated. However the 
subjectivity of the researcher is 
recognised as being essential in 
terms of their “theoretical 
sensitivity”.

Not stated. No specific reference to 
reflexivity is made.

Glasserian/ 
Classic

Reflexivity is dismissed as being 
primarily related to a concern for 
accuracy in qualitative descriptive
analysis. Its use leads to ‘forcing’ 
analysis (Glaser, 2002). 

None: researcher bias is countered 
by the use of the constant 
comparative process. 

Straussian Reflexivity can be used to identify
and minimise researcher bias 
(Corbin & Strauss, 2008).

Self-reflection. Specifically: re-
reading coded interviews and 
memos.

Constructionist 
GT

Reflexivity is essential to move 
the researcher from a position of 
distanced objectivity to within the 
research process (Charmaz, 
2006, 2013, emphasis added)

Being reflexive during coding. 
Specifically: utilising memos to 
record where pre-conceptions may 
be playing a role. 
Journaling throughout the research 
process.

Situational 
analysis

Reflexivity is essential to identify 
researcher influence. Specifically,
researchers can consider the use
of power in the research 
relationship e.g. the influence 
they have on participants, and 
their role in censoring 
participants’ voices (Clarke, 
2005).

Explicit methods for reflexivity are 
not stated, but the use of mapping 
can be argued to incorporate 
reflexive analysis. Specifically: 
situational, discourse, visual and 
historical mapping.

Numerous commentators on reflexivity identify how the philosophical 

underpinnings of a given research study can influence the mode of reflexivity 

adopted (Etherington, 2004; Finlay, 2002; Holland, 1999). My analysis supports 

such an assertion: as illustrated in Table 6.1 variants of grounded theory that have 

positivistic leanings either dispel the role of reflexivity, or use it to further objectify 

the analysis, distancing the researcher from the theoretical product. Those with 

leanings towards constructivism and post-modernism position reflexivity as a core 
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element of their methodological approaches, helping to contextualise and situate 

theoretical products as singular constructions of truth – not ‘the truth’. 

Given that I utilise constructivist grounded theory methodology within this 

research, careful attention to reflexivity is considered essential, hence the inclusion 

of this chapter. 

6.3 Methods of reflexivity
In order to develop the reflexive analysis presented here I have utilised a mixture of 

methods recommended within the literature: both the grounded theory specific and 

more general reflexivity texts. Such an approach facilitates an analysis that utilises 

varying forms of reflexivity as recommended by Gough (2003) and Etherington

(2004). The methods used, including a brief rationale for their inclusion, are 

summarised in Table 6.2.

The strategy I’ve adopted recognises that reflexivity is not just a reflective 

process occurring after the experience is over, but rather is an explorative process 

of self-discovery that runs concurrent with the research process. Furthermore, I 

assume that reflexivity can only offer a partial analysis of a researcher’s influence 

on a specific inquiry. In part, this opinion is informed by the work of Bonner (2001) 

who argues that the logic of reflexivity can lead a researcher into a spiral of infinite, 

and nihilistic regress. Rather than risking such a recursive and pointless exercise, it 

is perhaps better to accept an incomplete reflexive analysis as an inevitable 

limitation, a position I adopt here. Such a stance is promoted by Pels (2000) who 

describes a “one step up” approach to reflexivity, wherein the reflexive analysis is 

limited to a single level. 

The following analysis attempts to draw together the reflexive insights that I 

have gained throughout the research process so far. It should be considered limited 

and incomplete; it represents a snapshot of a wider whole, and it should be 

remembered that as I write I continue my reflexive journey. As recommended by 

Finlay (2003), I have endeavoured to ensure that the analysis provided contributes 

meaningfully to the product of the inquiry, and is not limited to descriptive self-

indulgence. Furthermore, in order to further demonstrate varying forms/levels of 

reflexivity as suggested by Gough (2003) and Etherington (2004), I have opted to 

structure the discussion utilising Wilkinson’s (1988) classification of reflexivity into 

personal, functional and disciplinary forms, a schema I find both practical and easy 

to comprehend.
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Table 6.2: Methods of reflexivity applied within this thesis

Method Rationale

Reflexive memo writing (from 
the very inception of the 
project to the point of 
completing the thesis draft – 
akin to a form of research 
journal)

Charmaz (2006, 2013) identifies memo writing throughout 
the research process as an essential mechanism in enabling 
a researcher to identify where they are allowing pre-
conceptions to influence the analysis.  

Listening and reading the 
interview transcripts several 
times

Corbin and Strauss (2008) recommend that researchers re-
read coded interview transcripts several times in order to 
allow a researcher to reflect on how they may have 
influenced the processes of data collection and analysis.

Utilising constant 
comparative techniques for 
data analysis

Glaser (1998b) and Charmaz (2006) suggest that the use of 
constant comparative analysis facilitates a researcher to 
question theoretical concepts throughout the process of 
analysis, thus helping to identify and eliminate the subjective 
pre-conceptions of the researcher. 

Re-reading completed 
memos

Charmaz (2006, 2013) encourages the practice of revisiting 
memos as part of constant comparative analysis. In this way 
memos become another form of data to be compared. 

Coding and analysing my 
own contribution within the 
interview transcripts

As I am a co-constructor of the data gathered within the 
interviews, it is logical to assume that my actions could 
influence the data gathered. I coded my own contribution to 
the interview data to ensure that my input to the interviews 
was treated as a form of data within the constant 
comparative process. Such coding also facilitated a useful 
reflective tool for examining my interview skills.

Developing a personal 
biography (see excerpt in 
Appendix 9)

The use of a personal biography to aide reflexive analysis is 
recommended by Mauthner and Doucet (2003). The 
intention of the biography is to help sensitise the researcher 
to the sources and forms of their personal subjectivity.

Writing in the first person Writing in the first person facilitates the researcher with a 
mechanism of writing the ‘self’ into the research; thereby 
recognising grounded theory as a co-constructed and 
relativist representation of truth. This has both a reflexive 
intent, providing the researcher with a mechanism of 
identifying their own contribution to the analysis; and an 
intent to enhance the quality of the research product, 
communicating to the reader where the researcher’s own 
thoughts and influence may exist. 

6.4 Personal/functional reflexivity
Whilst it is possible to conceptually separate the personal and functional categories 

of Wilkinson’s reflexive schema (for example see Gough, 2003), to do so represents
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an artificial segregation. Wilkinson (1988) positions personal reflexivity as relating to

the identity of the researcher, and functional reflexivity as relating to the form and 

function of the research carried out. However, she argues that such a classification 

is somewhat over-simplistic and that in practice personal and functional reflexivities 

are inseparable: who the researcher is has influence on decisions relating to the 

choice, design and implementation of an inquiry. Equally the experience of 

undertaking research can influence the identity of the researcher, playing a 

fundamental role in the creation of personal knowledge. Therefore, here, as 

recommended by Wilkinson (1988), I consider the two categories as one and 

develop an integrated discussion of how my personal and functional reflexive 

analysis has led to insights about the product of this inquiry. To structure this 

discussion I consider my personal/functional subjectivity as relating to three 

categories: philosophical bias, methodological bias and implementation bias.

6.4.1 Philosophical bias
In Chapter 2 I highlighted how a researcher’s personal epistemological assumptions

can influence the way a specific research problem is defined and approached. In 

particular I concluded that the philosophical approach used within this inquiry was 

congruent to my own world-view; or, put in terms defined by Hofer and Pintrich

(1997), the philosophical approach used was representative of my personal 

epistemology. Such an assertion assumes a reflexive awareness of personal 

philosophical bias. Here I attempt to explicate how I came to reach this conclusion. 

Furthermore, I question whether my world-view has altered as a consequence of 

undertaking this research, and if so, consider what impact this has on the product of

this inquiry.

From the outset of planning my PhD I thought it prudent to journal my thoughts 

in the form of memos. Indeed, I found that putting my thoughts into writing helped 

me to gain insight into what I was trying to do, and helped me make explicit the tacit 

assumptions I had about the world and my knowledge of it. For instance, after 

presenting my work on potential research designs at a Faculty PhD Forum I 

recorded the following:

I was then asked a relatively simple question by Duncan (pseudonym), 

“What is the theoretical approach underpinning the study?” Good question – 

and one that I didn’t have an answer for. I had assumed that an interpretivist

paradigm was all I needed, but never questioned my understanding of what 
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this means. Basically I was missing the philosophy aspect of a doctorate in 

philosophy! (Research Memo 6/10/09) 

By reflecting on my inability to respond to Duncan’s question I reached a point of

inflection within my studies; I became aware that before deciding on a research 

design I needed to develop my understanding of research philosophy. That 

ultimately:

I needed some kind of comprehension of theoretical perspectives before I 

could proceed in developing this monster. How else can I defend any choice

of method? (Research Memo 6/10/09)

However, whilst this represented a fundamental turning point in my PhD journey,

I believe that the person I was (at that time) inevitably biased my comprehension of 

research philosophy. To be more precise, my upbringing had led me to value self-

determinism by questioning notions of ‘normality’ and traditional forms of faith. 

Furthermore, self-determinism is a concept that is valued in nursing and education, 

the professional domains in which I have built my career. To illustrate: both the 

Nursing Code of Conduct (NMC, 2015c) and the United Kingdom Professional 

Standards Framework (HEA, 2011) stress the need to respect an individual’s 

autonomy. Consequently, I had a strong sense of being an individual within a world 

of other individuals, and was quick to reject the positivistic minimisation of individual 

consciousness; this concept didn’t (and still doesn’t) conform to my existing 

understanding of the world. In contrast, constructionist theory acknowledged the 

importance of individual consciousness, and therefore represented a theory that I 

could more readily identify with.

Hofer and Pintrich (1997, 2004) contend that as individuals we continuously 

develop our personal epistemological perspective, pointing to a plethora of 

longitudinal research studies undertaken in the last 65 years as evidence. Whilst the

various theoretical constructs for the development of ‘personal epistemology’ can be

criticised as insinuating positivist bias as a consequence of their emphasis on 

modelling causation, the projected pathway of typical epistemic progression, from 

objective certainty to relativist subjectivity, mirrors my own experience. For instance,

in revising an earlier version of Chapter 2 I made the following reflexive comments 

within a research memo:
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The writing of this chapter (Chapter 2) was my first exposure to research 

philosophy beyond the somewhat safe harbours of paradigms (which I 

discovered to be problematic – an attitude I still agree with today). As such, 

my approach is influenced strongly by my reading. E.g. in the text above, I 

pair subjectivism to relativism and objectivism to realism. However, I have 

come to question this assertion, and would now posit that it is possible to 

mix realism with subjectivism. E.g. that a world beyond my consciousness 

exists (realism), but that I can only make sense of that world by constructing 

meaning (subjectivism). (Research Memo, 1/11/14)

Somewhat ironically, although my belief in self-determinism biased me to favour 

constructionist writings, I took the epistemological descriptions to be concurrent with

my beliefs without interrogating in depth what these beliefs were. In a further 

example from the same memo, I begin to question my ready acceptance of personal

epistemology – the theoretical insights gained from this study offered an alternative 

possibility:

My experiences throughout this enquiry, and especially those relating to 

data analysis, have led me to believe that as individuals we come to 

construct our views of the world around us through the lens of ‘Being’: a 

real-time ontological consciousness of social context. Simply put, we don’t 

just have a personal epistemology, but rather we construct our 

epistemological beliefs based on all that we are [emphasis original] at that 

moment: a personal ontology based in real-time and therefore subject to 

change. (Research Memo, 1/11/14)

Personal epistemology is positioned here as a constructed product of ‘Being’. 

This effectively extends my thesis of professional ontology theory to a wider realm 

of personal ontology, thus offering a plethora of new substantive contexts to explore

when extending the research. 

6.4.2 Methodological bias
If we accept the premise that research represents social action (Bonner, 2001), then

it becomes necessary to accept that research design is not an objective process 

removed from the influence of the researcher, but rather a biased and subjective 

practice. Whilst in Chapter 2 I clearly demonstrated congruence between the aims 
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of this enquiry and the research design used, on reflection it is clear to me that 

throughout the process of designing the study I have also allowed my subjectivity to 

influence my decision-making. Below I briefly outline two key examples – selecting a

topic to research, and selecting a methodology – identifying how my subjectivity has

influenced the decisions reached, and in consequence how this leads to tensions in 

regards to the neutrality of this research.

It is commonly said that when choosing a research topic, it is important to 

ensure that the topic is of interest (Denscombe, 2012). This is advice I agree with, 

based on the logic that a subject that is interesting will be intrinsically motivating. 

Consequently, from the outset of this project I used my professional interests to 

inform my choice of research. At the time of starting my PhD I was working as a 

lecturer supporting clinicians undertaking research (and remain so today); focusing 

on how to best support master’s research was therefore a logical choice. However, 

in selecting a topic to research I also felt compelled to choose a topic that was 

professionally worthwhile and not just something of academic interest. To use 

Holly’s words: the topic had to be something that “felt real’; something that applied 

to my professional practice in a way that could make a difference and, therefore, 

had the potential to enhance my credibility as a working professional. Similarly, the 

topic needed to have sufficient scope to merit a PhD, but remain practicable enough

to execute given the limited resources I had available. In short, the subjective 

factors that influenced my choice of topic mirror my analysis of how participants 

decide on topics when undertaking master’s research (see Section 3.2.1.1, p. 78). 

In terms of methodology, I openly acknowledge that I have been biased in 

favour of using grounded theory from the outset; a point I was first forced to 

consciously acknowledge during the preliminary stages of the design process:

I have been giving some thought to methodology of late. A colleague 

questioned my adherence to grounded theory and speculated that I was 

prejudiced against phenomenology. This got me thinking, and I decided she 

was possibly right. (Research Memo, 1/08/09)

I have always considered the origins of my bias as being connected to a 

longstanding personal interest in grounded theory. For instance, I have previously 

attempted to utilise grounded theory methods in my master’s research projects. 

However, when writing my personal biography (see excerpt in Appendix 9), I began 

to realise that my bias was towards theory generation rather than grounded theory 

per se; in particular, the tacit assumption that greater status is afforded to those who
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develop theory of practical value. Put simply, I thought that through the development

of theory I could make my mark and prove myself as being worthy of my position 

and profession. Again, in parallel with my analysis, I was selecting my methodology 

as a method of ‘Seeking professional credibility’. 

6.4.3 Implementation bias
So far I have attempted to illustrate how my subjectivity has influenced the design of

the inquiry undertaken. Here I move from issues of design to issues of 

implementation. In particular: how the processes of data collection and analysis 

have led to my becoming aware of several pre-conceptions held in relation to the 

participant’s experience; and how, as a researcher, I utilised power to effectively 

influence my participants’ narrative. 

Given my background and current role, I expected to be able to identify with 

much of what my participants said during their interviews. Indeed, despite my best 

efforts not to lead participants, I frequently found myself agreeing with what they 

were telling me, demonstrating my assent either verbally or non-verbally (an issue I 

worked hard to improve, but found extremely difficult throughout). However, on 

several occasions I found what the participants said within an interview surprising. 

At such times, my usual initial response was to try to clarify or confirm my 

understanding of what had just been said, and on occasions directly to challenge 

them. When analysing my contribution to the transcripts I noted that this most often 

occurred as a consequence of my having a pre-conceived idea of what the 

participant would say. Whilst the limited space of this thesis precludes the provision 

of detailed examples, one instance particularly stands out as consequential in terms

of its impact on the findings of the research (and my practice as a lecturer).

The example in question relates to an observation made during the first 

interview. Specifically, that the participants viewed their research experience as part

of a wider process (a single module within a master’s programme). This was 

surprising to me as it contradicted my implicit assumption that participants would 

perceive their experience as a discrete learning event, and therefore something of 

singular and very particular importance. After completing the interview I analysed 

why I had felt surprised, and talked with my supervisor about the observation. I also 

sought to confirm my interpretation in subsequent interviews. I quickly concluded 

that I had expected participants to afford the same special significance to their 

research dissertation module as I did as a lecturer (and researcher). In so doing I 

had failed to acknowledge that my experience in supervising master’s students, and
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my role as a student researching their experiences, had the capacity to influence my

understanding of the module’s significance. Indeed, when I reflected on my own 

master’s experience I could readily identify with my participants’ point of view.

Becoming aware of this assumption alerted me to the risk of jumping to 

conclusions and forcing the analysis. In short, I was reminded of the fact that I was 

a non-objective researcher. Whilst I could not totally negate the impact of my 

subjectivity, I needed to try to minimise its effect whenever possible. To some 

degree I felt comforted that I had noted the assumption, and I came to trust the 

process of constant comparative analysis; a feeling that grew when I used 

theoretical sampling to explore my interpretation further. Eventually, the code ‘Part 

of a wider process’ contributed significantly to the emergence of the theoretical 

process ‘Journeying’. Furthermore, I believe that my use of questioning was less 

assuming in subsequent interviews, albeit I felt that I continually struggled to phrase 

precisely what I wanted to ask. Finally, it is worth adding that in my capacity as 

master’s research supervisor, I now recognise the wider significance of the 

dissertation module, and find my ability to contextualise the high-stakes nature of 

the assessment facilitates a more empathetic relationship with those I supervise.

A second form of implementation bias became obvious as I coded my 

contribution to each interview (using the constant comparative process outlined in 

Chapter 2). Specifically, I came to realise that I often used my position as 

interviewer to influence a participant’s responses. The most obvious example of this

was related to my use of power when asking questions. To illustrate: whilst I tried 

hard to ensure that my interview technique applied a predominantly unstructured 

and open approach, I still frequently utilised my position as interviewer to direct the 

flow of the interview. My questioning technique often pushed participants to provide 

additional detail or recount emotional responses, some of which were quite painful 

for them to describe. Similarly, my approach was often analytically focused as 

opposed to participant focused. For example, I would often ask participants to help 

me clarify my understanding of a particular point, occasionally quoting verbatim from

notes taken during the interview, or directly challenging what they had said. Whilst 

such techniques can in part be justified as a necessary element of theoretical 

sampling and constant comparative analysis, it is possible to argue that the 

approach used also serves to edit the participant’s voice (Clarke, 2005). Indeed, my 

analysis of the interview data showed that on occasions I purposefully re-directed 

participants from what I perceived to be an irrelevant issue to one that I wanted to 

discuss, such as from an issue relating to their master’s experience as a whole, to 

an issue relating specifically to their research dissertation.
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Somewhat ironically, my awareness of this issue helped reinforce my theoretical

assertions by providing an example of my own actions conforming to professional 

ontology theory. To explain: according to my description of professional ontology 

theory (see Section 4.2.4, p. 131), within the interviews, participants utilise their 

real-time ontological consciousness to determine appropriate professional 

responses to the ever-shifting social context. Furthermore, the real-time nature of 

this process means that participants utilise a reflexive loop to determine the 

appropriateness of their response. Therefore, my role as interviewer influenced 

participant behaviour throughout the interview. Indeed, according to this theory, my 

actions may have either reaffirmed or refuted the participants’ desired responses 

and influenced their subsequent actions. 

6.5 Disciplinary reflexivity
Wilkinson (1988) describes disciplinary reflexivity as identifying the nature and 

influence a given discipline has in relation to the research undertaken. Gough

(2003, loc 373) develops Wilkinson’s definition to describe disciplinary reflexivity as 

a “critical stance towards the place and function of the particular research project 

within broader debates about theory and method.” Disciplinary reflexivity therefore 

seeks to identify the various discipline specific political influences that can impact on

a researcher or specific project, and in turn the implications of the research for that 

discipline.

In this section of the chapter I consider how various disciplinary pressures 

connected to my professional role have influenced my actions throughout this 

research project. In particular, I argue that in conducting this research I have 

responded to pressure for lecturers working in higher education institutions to have 

doctoral qualifications in order to establish professional credibility. Furthermore, that

the form and nature of this research report has been significantly influenced by my 

perception of a PhD as a legitimised process. In short, that the various disciplinary 

influences experienced have led to my having a vested interest in the outcome of 

this research. 

6.5.1 The disciplinary significance of role
Hazelkorn (2008) observes that there has been an explosion of new universities 

emerging globally since the late 1980s. She argues that lecturers working within 

such institutions are often ill equipped to respond to the need to incorporate 

research into their role, stating that many were originally recruited as a 
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consequence of their professional qualifications rather than their academic 

credentials. Her findings are supported by UNESCO who have published a report 

authored by Altbach, Reisberg and Rumbley (2009) into the global trends of higher 

education provision. The report suggests that the unprecedented expansion of 

higher education has led to a dilution in the proportion of higher education lecturers 

with doctoral qualifications. This effect is compounded in newly developed 

universities, where lecturers with doctoral qualifications are thought to migrate to 

institutions with an already established research pedigree (Altbach et al., 2009). 

According to Hazelkorn (2008), the lack of research capability in newly founded 

universities has become a strategic imperative for these institutions. In 2008 

Bournemouth University, for example, set out to improve the credibility of teaching 

provision by increasing the percentage of lecturers with a PhD from 34% to 60%

(Newman, 2008).

I find that I can identify with Hazelkorn’s findings. Since 2003 I have worked as a

lecturer within a HEI. Within this relatively short period I have witnessed several 

significant changes to the status of my employing institution: first moving from an 

affiliated College of Higher Education to a University College, and then becoming a 

fully independent university with its own degree awarding powers. In my opinion, 

each shift has resulted in increased pressure for the faculty to undertake research. 

For example, several years ago the faculty in which I work strategically set out to 

increase the number of staff who were qualified at doctoral level. Simultaneously, 

they targeted a substantial increase in the number of faculty members eligible to be 

‘returned’ in the Research Excellence Framework (REF). Both actions served to 

increase the pressure on lecturers within the faculty to undertake and publish 

research. Indeed, I feel that my engagement in PhD studies is largely a 

consequence of this strategy. 

Implied within the UNESCO report on global trends in higher education (Altbach 

et al., 2009) is the insinuation that lecturers with a doctorate are in some way more 

credible than those without. Indeed, the report has led to numerous debates about 

the importance of PhDs in relation to higher education provision (Jones, 2009). 

Whilst such debates suggest that the issue remains contentious, it is my opinion 

that we live in an age that places increasing importance on credentialing. As such, I 

believe a PhD qualification can help me to demonstrate professional credibility by 

evidencing attainment of a legitimised marker of academic achievement. I also 

believe that attaining my PhD will likely facilitate greater job security, and may result

in new career opportunities. Similarly, I believe that the PhD qualification will 

improve my self-confidence. In short, I perceive that my PhD will contribute to my 
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on-going construction of professional self-concept; that in undertaking this process I 

am developing my sense of professional ‘Being’. It can therefore be concluded that 

as a consequence of responding to the various disciplinary pressures associated 

with my role, I have a significant vested interest in the outcome of this research. 

6.5.2 The PhD as a legitimised process 
Whilst I recognise that my PhD programme has provided me with a substantial 

degree of latitude in relation to my learning and research, I suggest that it cannot be

thought of as anything other than a form of ‘legitimised process’. After all, PhD 

programmes follow strict rules of governance in relation to their validation and 

assessment. 

As a student preparing a thesis in part assessment for a PhD, I have needed to 

be conscious of the “rules of the game” (Oliver), as the consequences of deviance 

are extreme: a perceived risk to all that I have invested during the programme. In 

short, I recognise that ‘failure’ remains a possibility, albeit not an acceptable option, 

and therefore I must conform to what is expected of me if I am to see any ‘Return on

my investment’. My thesis is therefore written for a specific audience, and to meet a 

specific purpose; thus it is far from being neutral. 

However, this is not to say that this thesis represents the academic equivalent of

a dog performing a newly learned trick. On the contrary, the process is much more 

finely nuanced. For example, the various QAA Level 8 criteria (QAA, 2008a) can be 

interpreted as requiring doctoral students to evidence their individuality and 

creativity in the production of knowledge which is at the forefront of their discipline. 

Therefore, as the author of this thesis, I must maintain a careful balance: 

conforming to my audience’s expectations whilst also demonstrating my 

independence. 

The influence exerted on a researcher/student by the legitimised nature of the 

PhD process is wide-ranging. In my experience this can vary from issues such as 

permissible word count and the format of references, to much less well-defined 

aspects, such as the appropriateness of particular content, and the need to write 

strategically in preparation of the viva voce examination. At times I have found the 

whole process of writing frustrating. For instance, I believe that by condensing my 

findings in the way I have here, I have edited my participants’ voices to a few select 

quotations that best illustrate the main points of my analysis. 
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6.6 Parallel processes
It can be argued that significant similarities exist between my experience of 

undertaking research and that of my participants: both experiences are motivated by

an attempt to gain an academic award, both follow the research process (in various 

guises), both are academically supervised, and both represent projects that are 

perceived as being different to previous learning experiences. Similarly, neither is 

taught, each extends over a protracted period of time, and both require writing a 

substantial text in readiness for assessment. Therefore, perhaps it is unsurprising 

that my reflexive analysis identifies numerous parallels to my analysis of 

participants’ experiences. This can be illustrated by my use of the theoretical 

categories identified within the thesis throughout this chapter, such as: ‘Seeking 

professional credibility’, ‘Constructing a professional sense of being’, ‘Investing in 

learning’, and ‘Demonstrating professional legitimacy’. 

Each of the examples above leads to inevitable concerns in regard to the 

neutrality of the research findings; in particular to the degree to which the findings 

have been “forced” in some way. In response, it is worth recounting that neutrality in

naturalistic studies is not considered in relation to the objectivity of the researcher, 

but rather the confirmability of the findings. Indeed, researchers in naturalistic 

enquiries are recognised as co-creators of data, and essentially biased. Charmaz

(2006, 2013), for instance, stresses that findings in constructivist grounded theory 

represent a co-construction between researcher and participant. Chapter 2 details 

how this study has attempted to illustrate confirmability by demonstrating credibility, 

dependability and transferability. In so doing the various measures implemented to 

prevent the ‘forcing’ of analysis have been detailed at length. This chapter further 

substantiates the study’s confirmability by attempting to explore how my inherent 

subjectivity may have influenced the research, thus providing the reader with a rich 

and deep description of context.

As I have developed this chapter it has occurred to me that an alternative form 

of ‘forcing’ could exist: that my reflexive analysis has been ‘forced’ by my 

interpretation of participant experience. I fear probing this notion too deeply as I 

believe it risks falling into the trap of reflexive infinite regress; extending the reflexive

analysis beyond the ‘one step up’ proposed by Pels (2000). Suffice to say that I 

have attempted to address Guba’s (1981) criteria for assuring confirmability 

throughout my use of reflexive analysis. It should be remembered that by presenting

this chapter I do not attempt to extend the substantive scope of my thesis. Rather, I 

hope to allow the reader to better contextualise the findings presented in Chapters 3

and 4, and discussed throughout Chapter 5.
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6.7 Summary
Throughout this chapter I have reflexively looked back at how my inevitable 

subjectivity as a researcher has influenced both the process and product of this 

inquiry. By defining reflexivity in relation to research, and then more specifically 

examining the concept of reflexivity in relation to grounded theory methodology, I 

have made explicit both the strategy and methods I’ve used to develop my reflexive 

analysis. Furthermore, I have concluded that my attempt at reflexive analysis is 

inevitably partial and incomplete. 

Utilising Wilkinson’s three levels of reflexive analysis (Wilkinson, 1988), I have 

argued that I have allowed my subjectivity to influence my decision making at every 

stage of this inquiry, and that I have a significant vested interest in the outcome of 

this research. Furthermore, I have illustrated how my reflexive self-awareness has 

enabled me to identify my subjective influence during the research process, 

facilitating alterations to my approach, and improvements both to the quality of the 

final product and my theoretical sensitivity. 

Finally, I have identified how my reflective analysis connects to the research 

findings presented in Chapters 3 and 4, and how my experience of research shares 

many parallels to that of my participants. In so doing, I recognise the potential for 

‘forcing’ my analysis, either in relation to my interpretation of empirical data, or in 

relation to my attempts at reflexivity. I conclude that I have attempted to 

demonstrate confirmability in both forms of analysis, and stress that the primary 

purpose of this chapter is to allow the reader to better contextualise the findings 

presented throughout this thesis, and the conclusions presented within the next 

chapter.
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Chapter 7: Conclusions, Implications and Recommendations

7.1 Introduction
The aim of this chapter is to conclude this thesis. I will open by summarising the 

purpose of the investigation and the two principal arguments explicated throughout 

Chapters 3 to 5. I will then discuss the implications of this study: first by considering 

how the various theoretical notions put forward advance what is known about 

master’s research; and second, how the study’s findings relate to those with a duty 

to support students undertaking master’s research. In so doing, I will show how the 

findings of this thesis address the research problem identified in Chapter 1: the 

need to support students undertaking research in a way that maximises learning 

and student wellbeing. I will then provide a list of recommendations before briefly 

considering the various limitations of the study. Finally, I will bring this thesis to a 

formal close. 

7.2 Implications of findings of study
In response to the research problem specified above, this investigation set out with 

the following aim:

To explore how clinical nurses, as an example of a particular 

professional group, accommodate and adjust to the experience of 

undertaking part-time master’s research. 

This study had two objectives:

1. To describe and conceptualise the processes involved when clinical 

nurses conduct a master’s degree research project.

7. To develop an explanatory theory of these processes.

Throughout Chapters 3, 4 and 5 I have identified and explicated two central 

arguments that are considered central to this thesis. Combined, these represent the 

principal conclusions of the research, and directly correlate to the objectives stated 

above:
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1. Clinical nurses accommodate and adjust to the experience of undertaking 

master’s research by incorporating the actions they associate with research 

practice into their existing constructions of personal professional practice. 

8. They accomplish this by continually constructing a sense of professional 

‘Being’: a real-time ontological consciousness used to interpret social 

context and determine the most appropriate response.

I will now briefly outline the implications of these arguments in relation to extant 

knowledge and those with a duty to support students undertaking master’s 

research.

7.2.1  Theoretically  advancing  what  is  known  about  master’s
research
As identified throughout Chapter 5, the existing research literature relating to the 

experiences of students undertaking master’s research is limited. Indeed, a rigorous

literature search identified only seventeen studies that in some way explored the 

experiences of students undertaking master’s research (summarised in Table 5.1, p.

144). Of these, no studies sought to develop explanatory theory, and only two 

undertook a broad perspective of student experience similar to that used here 

(Anderson et al., 2008, Ward & Dixon, 2014). The remaining 15 studies each 

focused on specific elements of the student experience (most commonly 

supervision) as opposed to taking a more holistic view. Furthermore, only one study 

was identified as relating to nursing (Drennan & Clarke, 2009), a quantitative survey

of student experiences of research and supervision. 

Whilst the discussion within Chapter 5 identifies numerous parallels between the

findings of this inquiry and the research identified within the literature search, it is 

my contention that the principle arguments of this thesis represent a novel 

contribution to what is known about how professionally qualified students 

accommodate and adjust to the experience of undertaking part-time master’s 

research. In particular, it represents the first research that has sought to explore in 

depth the experience of students undertaking master’s research in nursing, and is 

the first study to develop an explanatory grounded theory of the processes of 

adaptation and accommodation described by the participants: it is the first study of 

its kind to identify that professionals undertaking master’s research do so by 

regarding research as a form of personal professional practice, and to ontologically 

frame the processes of accommodation and adaption used. In conclusion, this study

breaks new ground in relation to both its disciplinary focus and theoretical scope. 
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Throughout this thesis I divide the ten theoretical categories presented within 

Chapters 3 and 4 by their level of conceptual abstraction. The six categories 

described in Chapter 3 represent those with the lowest level of theoretical 

abstraction, and therefore embody the processes that most obviously relate to the 

participants’ actions when engaging with master’s research. Combined, these 

categories illustrate how the participants in this study attempted to strategically 

integrate the actions they associated with research into their existing constructions 

of personal professional practice; thereby helping to make learning how-to research 

personally and professionally worthwhile. For example, when selecting a topic to 

research participants sought to ensure their choice of topic had personal and 

professional relevance: 

Holly: […] I think at the beginning it was, umm, what shall I do? What–what 

can I do that I can do the best? You know–What can I…yes I can hopefully 

achieve my masters, passing my dissertation, but also I wanted something 

that actually real to the team, and also the service.

The implication of this argument is significant, especially to those with a duty to 

support master’s research (see Section 7.2.2 below), as it indicates that participants

associate learning how-to research with practice know-how. Simply stated, for this 

sample, learning how-to research required participants to engage in practice 

learning. Additional research to explore student experiences of master’s research 

could help corroborate these findings. Moreover, by evaluating the methods of 

practice learning utilised by students the methods of greatest benefit could be 

identified.  

The four categories presented in Chapter 4 were subdivided into three mid-level 

theoretical categories and a single core category. The three mid-level categories 

‘Distinguishing theory from practice’, ‘Journeying’ and ‘Seeking professional 

credibility’, have been shown to conceptually bridge the six theoretical categories 

described in Chapter 3, with the core category ‘Constructing a sense of professional

Being’. This latter category integrates all other theoretical categories into a 

meaningful whole (Given, 2008) and thus represents the category with the greatest 

level of theoretical abstraction. Combined, all four categories help to elevate the 

findings of this thesis from a descriptive abstraction of the various processes 

experienced, to a unified grounded theory.

In considering the implications of this theory it can be argued that each of the 

categories described in Chapter 4 has a level of theoretical significance that may be
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readily transferred beyond the substantive boundaries of this study; thereby meeting

Glaser’s requirement for a grounded theory to be sufficiently abstract to enable 

modification in differing substantive contexts (Glaser, 1998b). I will therefore briefly 

consider the implications of each of these four categories in turn.  

7.2.1.1 Knowing-how to research
In Chapter 4 I position ‘Distinguishing theory from practice’ as a process whereby 

participants classify and prioritise the knowledge required to undertake a master’s 

research project. Central to the process is the perception that a practical knowledge 

of research (knowing-how) is in some way different to propositional knowledge of 

research (knowing-that). For instance:

Grace: […] You had to learn about statistics or you had to learn about data 

analysis, and there were so many other things… other than just doing this 

actual thing… you had to develop all these other skills. Rather than just 

going to your lectures, you do it. 

This finding supports the notion that participants perceive master’s research as 

being predominantly related to their practice of research skills, and therefore 

involves practice learning (as introduced in the previous section). Specifically, that 

undertaking a master’s research project requires them to have practical know-how 

in regards to research. 

Furthermore, I have reasoned that through the demonstration of research know-

how participants perceive that they can potentially enhance their professional 

credibility, and thereby their self-conceptualisation of professional ‘Being’ by 

becoming researchers of some type. Consider for example that Felicity referred to 

herself as “playing at being a researcher”, whilst Oliver linked his “doing research” 

with his self-perception of “being a researcher”. Additionally, I have argued that this 

perception leads participants to value practical know-how above their learning of 

propositional knowledge. 

From such a position it is possible to hypothesise that the social prioritisation of 

practical knowledge over propositional knowledge may reinforce the perception that 

knowing-how and knowing-that exist as independent entities. In Chapter 5 I argued 

that the findings of this thesis do not support such a radical theory/practice dualism; 

rather participants evidence attempts to utilise propositional knowledge to inform 

their practice of research. However, additional research is needed to investigate the 
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potential of such a perception to influence the use of theory in practice. An example 

research question might be: can a sociological prioritisation of practical know-how 

influence how professionals approach and utilise theory? Such exploratory research

may provide new insights into the so-called theory/practice gap, and help identify 

new methods for the facilitation of research utilisation in practice.

7.2.1.2 Temporal journeying
Throughout this thesis ‘journeying’ has been argued to represent an interpretative 

process whereby participants metaphorically conceptualise units of meaningful 

experience into journey constructs. For instance:

Felicity: […] I feel like we all had our own journey to make through that two 

years, that 2 1/2 years as it became, and my journey was probably similar to

one of the girls because she didn't have a degree neither, but, um, it was a 

lot of ups and… that kind of thing.

Whilst other relevant research studies refer to journeying (Demb & Funk, 1999; 

Ward & Dixon, 2014), each is argued to utilise the metaphor as an analytical device 

rather than an empirically grounded finding. Hence, within the substantive context of

this investigation, ‘journeying’ is considered a novel finding. However, in Chapter 5, I

argue that conceptual metaphor theory, as described by Lakoff and Johnson (1980),

adds support to the notion of ‘journeying’ as a process of individual metaphorical 

interpretation. I go on to argue that participants utilise journey metaphors to 

represent temporal dimensions of their Being; thereby positioning ‘journeying’ as 

both a metaphorical and ontological process. The following data extract helps 

illustrate. Note how Ruby utilises properties of the journey metaphor throughout her 

description of experience:

Ruby: the more that you learn about yourself, and the more self-confident 

you feel, the more you will explore. And so it continues. Not that you are 

overconfident or precocious or that, but you've moved on from the stage of 

dopey and the 7 dwarfs (Adam starts to laugh). Umm. I think I'm just a better

person in the way I've got more to share with–with other people. The 

knowledge I’ve gained or–and also the journey I went through. I did it! When

I graduated I was so proud of myself.

237



In viewing ‘journeying’ as an ontological process associated with temporality, I 

lend support to existing ontological arguments that relate time to an individual’s 

experience of Being rather than any ontic notion of scientific measurement 

(Bergson, 1913; Heidegger, 1962). Furthermore, I extend such theories by 

suggesting a process by which participants construct temporal dimensions of Being.

Such a connection justifies the need for further research in differing substantive 

fields in order to explore the use of journeying and other conceptual metaphors in 

relation to conceptions of Being.

7.2.1.3 Being-a-credible-professional
Throughout this thesis I have positioned credibility as a priority concern for 

participants learning to practise research as professionals; a view I have argued to 

be supported within the wider literature on professional credibility, although 

surprisingly not within the existing research investigating the experiences of 

master’s students undertaking research. Furthermore, I have argued that credibility 

is a notoriously difficult concept to define, representing a discipline specific social 

construction of anticipated conduct, as opposed to any universally accepted norm. 

Throughout I have identified that participants recognise and respond to the social 

nature of their reality, comparing the participants’ actions to classical sociological 

theories of Gennep (1961) and Goffman (1959), and relating processes for ‘Seeking

professional credibility’ to the concept of source credibility. Summarised concisely: I 

have argued that credibility is a socially defined construct, and that in response to 

their recognition of this fact, participants continuously attempt to enhance both their 

public and private sense of Being-professionally-credible.

The concept Being-professionally-credible connects the credibility concerns of 

participants described throughout Chapter 3 with the ontological processes 

discussed in Chapters 4 and 5. Specifically, that participants continually attempt to 

interpret social context and respond in a way that conforms to constructed notions 

of expected professional conduct. The relative simplicity of this observation belies 

its implication: that credible professional conduct has an ontological dimension 

involving a process whereby individuals continually construct a sense of 

professional ‘Being’. Within this thesis I position this ontological process at the heart

of all participant attempts to be professionally credible; detailing how participants 

continually use their constructed sense of professional ‘Being’ in real-time in order 

to reflexively and publically reaffirm and reinforce their status as a credible 

professional. 

238



In relation to master’s research these arguments take on additional importance: 

professionals when learning research attempt to do so in a way that conforms to 

their existing constructions of professionalism. Implied in this statement is the notion

that participants perceive that they risk losing professional credibility by engaging in 

research practice. Whilst this idea has not been explored fully within this research, 

such a contention has implications for those with a responsibility for supporting 

students undertaking master’s research (see Section 7.2.2 below). Furthermore, the

central role of professional credibility in relation to professional ontology theory 

offers a new theoretical direction for research related to credibility and professional 

education.

7.2.1.4 Professional ontology theory
Throughout this thesis I have positioned ‘Constructing a sense of professional 

Being’ as the core theoretical category of my analysis. Accordingly, this finding 

represents the category with the greatest level of conceptual abstraction, serving to 

draw together all other findings into a single unified theory. Throughout I have 

dubbed this theoretical product ‘professional ontology theory’.

Professional ontology theory postulates that professionals incorporate the 

actions they associate with research into their constructions of personal professional

practice by continually constructing a sense of professional ‘Being’; a real-time 

ontological consciousness used to interpret social context and determine the most 

appropriate professional response. Professional ontology theory therefore 

represents a theoretical model that could help to explain how professionals adjust 

and accommodate to circumstances perceived as requiring changes to their 

personal professional practice. However, the limited substantive scope of this 

investigation significantly weakens this assertion, and more research is needed to 

help verify the theory. In addition to the research already identified in the sections 

above, further research might explore the research experiences of other 

professional disciplines, or alternative professional contexts that require 

practitioners to accommodate to a change in their personal professional practice. 

Such studies would help transform the theory from its current substantive frame 

towards formal theory (Glaser & Strauss, 1967; Glaser, 1998).

7.2.2 Implications for the support of master’s research
In the previous section I have identified several findings that have specific 

implications for those with a duty to support master’s research. A detailed 
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exploration of these implications is considered necessary, given that the research 

problem addressed acknowledges support as central to the learning experience of 

students undertaking master’s research. In order to structure this section of the 

chapter I have opted to categorise the discussion into two parts: implications for 

practice settings, and the implications for universities running part-time taught 

master’s programmes (targeted at professionals).

7.2.2.1 Implications for practice settings
Whilst numerous participants reported being successful in accessing support from 

within practice, all participants reported that the support they received in relation to 

their research was in some way limited. It was also noted that a wide degree of 

variance existed across the sample in relation to the nature and amount of support 

they experienced. For instance, only eight of the 18 participants reported being 

provided with protected study time whilst undertaking their dissertation (Felicity, 

Emily, Abigail, Peter, Grace, Sally, Alice and Liz). Additionally, whilst some 

participants, such as Grace, reported their “whole team” as being supportive of their 

attempts to undertake research, others such as Sophie were far less fortunate, 

stating simply: “There is no support. There is nothing there at all.” Experiencing a 

lack of support led some participants to report feeling lonely; a sentiment neatly 

summarised by Emily who described becoming “a one man band”. It is also 

important to note that none of the participants within this study reported the 

university as providing any support within their practice settings (albeit three 

participants did report being accompanied to the NHS-REC meeting). According to 

Ruby, this led her to feel that she “was totally isolated from it [the university]”. 

In recognising research as part of their personal professional practice, it has 

been argued that participants utilise their sense of professional ‘Being’ to interpret 

specific social contexts, and determine the most appropriate professional response. 

In consequence, every element of a participant’s practice of research is considered 

in terms of its potential professional implications; participants’ self-perceptions of 

‘Being-a-credible-professional’ requiring them to conform to their real-time reflexive 

interpretations of social expectation for credible professional conduct. For the 

participants of this study, developing research know-how is therefore not primarily 

an academic concern, but rather an ontological process of adaptation directly 

related to professional practice and the social contexts wherein such practice 

occurs. It can therefore be concluded that master’s research represents a form of 
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practice learning which therefore requires mechanisms for support that are practice-

based.

Clearly this research has not attempted to develop or evaluate specific 

mechanisms for facilitating practice-based support. Rather, it has simply identified a 

need to conceptualise master’s research as a form of professional practice, and 

highlighted that, for this group of participants, more could have been done to 

support their practice learning. Future research is needed to assess the potential for

specific systems for practice-based support in enhancing the learning experiences 

of professionals undertaking master’s research (e.g. practice-based supervision or 

research buddying). However, I will now attempt to consider the implications of 

these findings in relation to universities that facilitate master’s level research.

7.2.2.2 Implications for universities facilitating master’s research
The findings of this thesis can be argued to have several implications for universities

providing research experience as part of professionally focused part-time taught 

master’s degree awards. For the purposes of presentation, I have opted to sub-

divide these into three categories: implications for quality assurance, implications for

curriculum design and implications for supervision. However, it should be noted that 

a significant degree of overlap across the different classifications is inevitable.

7.2.2.2.1 Implications for quality assurance
In outlining the historical context of master’s education, Chapter 1 illustrated how 

issues related to the quality assurance of master’s programmes have become a 

priority concern for all UK based universities. Furthermore, whilst international and 

national standards for the assessment of master’s level education exist (QAA, 

2008a; Sin, 2012), it is claimed that there is still potential for worrying levels of 

disparity to occur in regards to the guidance provided to individual students (Pilcher,

2011). The findings of this study support such concerns. For example, some 

participants were guided to undertake very complex research projects (Felicity and 

Emily), whilst others were permitted to choose their topic for its apparent “ease” 

(Oliver and Kate). Furthermore, some participants reported a concerning level of 

disparity in the guidance received from different sources within the university. For 

instance, Emily received advice from the university ethics committee that conflicted 

with the guidance she had received from her research methods tutor and 

dissertation supervisor. Ultimately, this led her “to start over again” (Emily). Similar 
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experiences led Hayley to think, “Enough is enough” and consider withdrawing from 

the programme.

Combined these findings indicate a troublesome level of inconsistency in the 

interpretation and application of the established standards for Level 7 study by 

individuals responsible for guiding students (QAA, 2008a). Whilst the current study 

cannot show whether such inconsistencies impact on the standard of student work, 

it can be concluded that such disparities do impact negatively on the learning 

experiences of the students involved. It is therefore recommended that universities 

do more to ensure consistency in the advice students receive regarding master’s 

research. The introduction of evaluation systems to quality assure the processes 

used for preparing those undertaking a guidance role (specifically supervisors and 

members of the ethics committee) can be argued to be an essential first step to 

achieving this goal. Furthermore, where a student’s research practice is likely to 

necessitate them liaising with governance processes outside the university, it is vital

that those advising the student within the university have detailed knowledge of the 

processes involved or can refer the student to an appropriate source of expertise. 

A second issue related to quality assurance is that of student access to support. 

Whilst participants were able to identify a range of allies found within higher 

education (see Appendix 5.1), it can be concluded that most found limitations in 

relation to the support provided by the university. In particular, numerous 

participants expressed concern in regards to finding particular sources of 

professional expertise, especially when connected to ‘legitimised processes’ such 

as ethics applications, or the development of research specific skills such as 

interviewing and data analysis. This had the potential to leave participants sensing 

that they were “out on a limb” (Ruby), or as stated by Abigail (I1) in relation to 

supervision, “wanting more back”. Given participants have been shown to be 

continually ‘Seeking professional credibility’, it is easy to appreciate how any 

perceived restriction in relation to support may result in stress. This leads to the 

conclusion that universities could do more to assure the quality of available sources 

of support in relation to the practice of research, especially where the support is 

intended to help participants engage with ‘legitimised processes’. This may include 

assuring that sources of support are identifiable by students, and the process 

required for accessing such mechanisms for support are transparent.

Finally, given that participants perceived undertaking master’s research as a 

form of personal professional practice, it is unsurprising to find that the practice 

settings had a significant impact on the student’s experience (positive and 

negative). Amelia summed this up when discussing her experiences of ‘doing’ 
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research, stating: “any difficulties again were… were more to do with the challenge 

of being a researcher in practice”. Such a finding bolsters the argument that 

universities need to do more to assess and quality assure the support provided to 

students undertaking research in practice settings, and not limit the provision of 

support to academic settings. 

7.2.2.2.2 Implications for curriculum design
It has been argued throughout this thesis that participants connect notions of 

research practice to their existing constructions of personal professional practice; 

seeking to forge links that help to ensure that their research study is professionally 

worthwhile:

Holly: […] I wanted to choose a project that is… that I really believed in. I 

wanted to choose a project I really wanted to do. And something that felt 

real to me. And so like I didn't just want to do something because I was 

doing a university course.

Also, it has been shown that participants differentiate between actions 

associated with the academic study of research, and those associated with an 

ability to do research. For instance, in Chapter 4 it was demonstrated that 

participants distinguished between propositional and practical knowledge types. 

Furthermore, findings indicate that participants often report that the experience of 

undertaking research practice in settings normally associated with their professional

roles is threatening or unsettling. The impact of such feelings can be so strong as to

challenge the participants’ self-conception in the practice setting, and therefore lead 

them to question how they should act:

Amelia: Umm... well I suppose it was, it was you know, it was that thing, you 

know, I might be err... doing some teaching… or I might be with the patient 

and suddenly think hang on is this… is this right? Am I, you know I might 

have been reading stuff for umm... should I be doing it this way or should I, 

should I change what I am doing?

Consequently, it is important that all professionally orientated master’s 

programmes, that opt to include a research dissertation within their curricula, 

recognise the need to facilitate learners in their attempts to incorporate research 
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into their professional practice. Additionally, it is important that such programmes 

recognise and respond to the students’ need for support in the development of 

practice know-how. A logical first step would be for curriculum designers to 

recognise the need to facilitate formal practice links by incorporating mechanisms 

for partnership working within research dissertation modules. 

The duration of the participants’ research journeys can also be argued to have 

bearing on matters of curriculum design. The findings of this investigation identify 

that all participants commenced their research journeys prior to starting their 

research dissertation module (e.g. through undertaking a research proposal), a 

process referred to by Kate as a “natural progression”. Similarly, a number of 

participants reported not completing their research journey until after their master’s 

degree had finished. Usually, this related to the participants’ desire to ‘Put learning 

into practice’ via the implementation or dissemination of their research findings. 

Grace, as a case example, stated that publishing her research findings would 

enable her to “complete the circle”, and thereby gain a sense of closure for her 

research journey. 

Whilst each participant described some type of formal lead-in to their research 

project within the master’s curricula they experienced (e.g. see Section 3.2.1.2, p. 

79), none of the programmes described facilitated a formal process for leading-out; 

a route whereby students could be guided in how to implement and disseminate 

their research findings. In consequence, some participants described feeling a 

sense of loss and being “cast adrift” (Liz) by the university. The development of 

curricula that formally support and encourage students to disseminate their research

findings would be one mechanism by which this problem may be prevented. 

7.2.2.2.3 Implications for supervision
Whilst participants recognise their supervisors as valuable allies during ‘Networking 

for support’, most participants lacked experience of research supervision or the 

supervisory process. Consequently, numerous participants did not know what to 

expect from a supervisory relationship, or how to maximise the potential benefits of 

supervision. Whilst participants are shown to attempt to actively attend to their 

supervisory relationships (see Section 3.2.4.2.4, p. 97), it was identified in common 

with the findings of other studies (Anderson et al., 2008; de Kleijn et al., 2012; Ward 

& Dixon, 2014) that some participants were left feeling dissatisfied with aspects of 

their supervisory relationship (see Section 3.2.4.4, p. 101). This suggests that the 

supervision experience for master’s students could be improved. 
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To briefly illustrate: throughout Chapter 3, participants identified aspects of their 

research dissertation experience that they suggested needed more supervisory 

input. Often these areas relate to ‘legitimised processes’, such as providing the 

information that is needed to prepare an application for ethics approval, or giving 

feedback on a draft chapter of the dissertation. Felicity observed that, “there was 

nobody there to actually hold your hand” in relation to her experience of ‘Going 

through ethics’. However, in contrast Bobby stated about his experience of 

supervision, “I think that you don't want someone to hold your hand, but it is nice to 

know that somebody is actually there”, thereby relating the issue to the notion of 

‘presence’. This represented a common criticism of participants’ experiences of 

supervision and several participants commented that they felt as if they were a 

burden to their already busy supervisor. Holly for instance stated: 

Holly: […] I could talk easily to my supervisor. Umm… who was very busy… 

and sometimes I just felt that very busy didn’t include me.

Several described travelling considerable distances, and taking time out of busy 

professional schedules, to find supervisors had either forgotten they were coming, 

or could spare them only a few minutes. Bobby provides the following example:

Bobby: […] And I used to think to myself I absolutely worked my gut to get to

here to (city name), because he doesn't like coming here, he doesn't want to

come here. And, umm, you go over there and, you know, you try and find a 

parking space you try to de de dah. You're rushing in with all your books. 

“Umm. I'd forgotten you were coming. Just take a seat outside and I'll be 

with you in a second". Or “I need to go and have a word with such and such 

a body and I'll be with you…" And you just think, “I've got to get back to the 

hospital”.

Additionally, participants identified that supervisors could have done more to 

help them with the practicalities of research practice, such as data collection and 

data analysis. For instance Jessica stated when talking about her expectations of 

supervision:

Jessica: [...] I mean I'd come through a master’s level qualification apart 

from the dissertation and I knew it wasn't about… I clearly could write 

academically. I clearly could critically analyse and all that stuff. Or I would 
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never have got to the point that I was at. This was practical stuff. This was…

well where do I start? Tell me what you do?

Furthermore, some participants insinuated that they wanted their supervisor to 

take on more of a pastoral role. For instance Abigail, Jessica, Bobby, Holly and 

Grace all commented that their communication with their supervisor had been 

initiated by them, and at times would have appreciated them emailing just to ask, 

“How’s it going?” (Jessica). 

While it may be reasoned that master’s students should have a high degree of 

independence in regards to their learning, and therefore should have less need for 

hand holding, it may be countered that students have a right to expect professional 

support when undertaking a new practice role. In accepting the premise that 

master’s research represents a form of practice-based learning, it also becomes 

reasonable to suggest that students may benefit from having access to mechanisms

of support within practice settings. Such mechanisms could include models of 

practice-based supervision or research mentorship, developed and facilitated in 

partnership with the university. 

7.3 Recommendations
Throughout this concluding chapter I have made recommendations for future

research. These recommendations are summarised in Table 7.1 below. 

Alongside each recommendation I have provided examples of how the 

recommendation may be achieved, and highlighted areas of future research 

and/or actions that are needed to implement the recommendations made.
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Table 7.1: Recommendations

Recommendation Examples of how this could be achieved Areas for future research/ or action required Priority

The substantive context of this 
inquiry should be extended in 
order to facilitate the 
development of professional 
ontology theory.

 Exploring professional ontology theory within 
different disciplinary and professional contexts. For 
example: medicine, business management, 
policing.

 Investigating whether professional ontology theory 
applies to other forms of professional adaptation 
and accommodation. Such as: role change and 
other forms of professional education and training.

 Extending the current grounded theory study by 
theoretically sampling students undertaking 
master’s research from diverse professional 
disciplines.

 Extending the current grounded theory study by 
theoretically sampling professionals undergoing a 
change in professional role. 

Low

Low

The finding that professionals 
engage in practice learning 
whilst undertaking master’s 
research should be 
corroborated.

 Extending the existing study into different 
disciplinary contexts (see point above).

 Longitudinal and ethnographical methods could be 
used to examine the processes of accommodation 
and adaptation used by master’s research students 
on professional programmes.

 Undertaking a longitudinal grounded theory study 
investigating the mechanisms of accommodation 
and adaption used by students on professional 
programmes.

Low

The various mechanisms 
currently in use for facilitating 
practice learning in relation to 
master’s research should be 
scoped and evaluated in order 
to identify limitations and 
enable the sharing of good 
practice. 

 Auditing could be used to identify the range of 
current mechanisms used to support practice 
learning in relation to master’s research within and 
beyond HEI’s.

 Surveying student opinion through both research 
and programme evaluation in relation to the 
mechanisms currently utilised for the support of 
practice learning during master’s research. 

 Undertake an institutional audit of professional 
master’s programmes, and where possible 
practice partners, in order to identify the range of 
practice learning support available to students 
undertaking research.

 Specific consideration for mechanisms of practice 
learning should be incorporated into the 
evaluations of research dissertation modules for 
professional master’s programmes.

 A forum should be created for sharing good 
practice.

High

High

High
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Recommendation Examples of how this could be achieved Areas for future research/ or action required Priority

New systems for the support of 
practice learning in relation to 
professionals undertaking 
master’s research should be 
developed and evaluated.

 Mechanisms for supporting practice-based learning 
could be introduced to master’s research 
programmes and evaluated in terms of their utility 
and effectiveness. For example: action learning 
sets; practice-based supervision/mentorship; peer 
networking; buddying systems; group supervision 
sessions.

 Programme designers should be required to 
demonstrate how practice learning is to be 
facilitated for professional students undertaking 
master’s research.

 Research is needed to investigate potential 
methods of facilitating practice learning in the 
context of master’s research. 

High

Medium

The social perception and 
prioritisation of knowledge 
types should be investigated in 
relation to professional practice.

 The perception of knowledge in relation to notions 
of power and professional credibility could be 
explored. 

 The possible connection between the prioritisation 
of knowledge types and the development of theory/
practice divisions could be investigated. 

 The relationship of knowledge types to perceptions
of power and professional credibility needs to be 
empirically explored.

 Ethnographic research could be undertaken to 
investigate whether the sociological prioritisation of
practical know-how influences how professionals 
approach and utilise theory in practice.

Low

Low

Employers who promote 
professionals to undertake 
master’s research should work 
in partnership with university 
providers to develop and 
implement specific mechanisms
for practice-based support.

 Tripartite learning contracts between the learner, 
university and employer could be introduced for 
master’s research projects. 

 Employers should be encouraged to become 
involved in decisions relating to the choice of topic 
for any master’s research project they have agreed 
to support. 

 Practice based support mechanisms should be 
developed in alignment to the support mechanisms 
already provided by universities to minimise 
repetition and redundancy. 

 HEIs should introduce methods to ensure that the 
employers of master’s research students on 
professional programmes are aware of the need to
support practice learning.

 Employers should be encouraged to work in 
partnership with HEIs in relation to the choice of 
master’s research topics, and developing 
mechanisms of support for specific learners.

 Research is needed to investigate potential 
methods of facilitating practice-based support in 
the context of master’s research.

High

High

Medium
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Recommendation Examples of how this could be achieved Areas for future research/ or action required Priority

University departments should 
seek to establish, maintain and 
quality assure formal 
mechanisms of practice-based 
support for students 
undertaking research in 
professional settings.

 Validation panels could ensure that programme 
teams have considered practice-based support 
mechanisms for professionals undertaking master’s 
research.

 Tripartite learning contracts between the learner, 
university and employer could be introduced for all 
master’s research projects. 

 Practice learning audits could be introduced to 
assess the suitability of practice areas to support 
master’s research.

 Supervisors could be required to link directly with 
practice areas in order to provide support.

 A named practice mentor/supervisor could be made
a requirement of module participation.

 Assessment of mechanisms for practice-based 
support for research dissertations should be 
introduced as a standard item for all relevant 
professional programme validations.

 Practice learning audits should be introduced for 
all practice partners supporting master’s research 
projects.

 Supervisors should be required to develop practice
links for each student that they are responsible for.

 The potential for practice supervision/mentorship 
in relation to supporting master’s research needs 
to be evaluated.

High

Medium

High

Medium

University departments must 
ensure that students can 
identify and access specific 
sources of research expertise 
within, and where necessary, 
beyond the boundaries of the 
university. Especially where 
such expertise is related to 
forms of research governance 
or issues directly associated 
with professional conduct.

 New supervisors could be required to undertake a 
programme of preparation for their role.

 A research supervision handbook could be 
published and updated annually. 

 Module handbooks could direct students to key 
sources of expertise within the university.

 A directory of useful contacts for resources both 
inside and outside of the university could be 
published and updated annually.

 Flow charts of research governance procedures 
could be made available to students and 
supervisors.

 Tripartite learning contracts (see above) .

 University standards for research dissertation 
module documentation should be updated to 
include information regarding governance, and 
sources of expertise.

 Standards for the preparation of master’s 
supervisors should be established and monitored. 

 Practice partners should be encouraged to make 
explicit to students undertaking master’s research 
the sources of support they can access.

High

High

High
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7.4 Limitations of the study
The philosophical position adopted within this research leads to inherent limitations 

in regard to the study’s findings. Specifically: constructionism implies that the 

findings of the study represent only one possible representation of the truth, a single

aspect of what is portrayed as a multidimensional reality (Crotty, 1998). 

Consequently, despite going to considerable effort to assure the quality and the 

rigour of the investigation (See Section 2.9, p. 70), the findings must inherently 

assume the limitations of their subjective nature. 

Similarly, at a conceptual level, the study’s findings are limited to a single 

substantive area of inquiry; specifically, that associated with clinical nurses 

undertaking master’s degree research. Whilst it is possible to suggest that 

professional ontology theory may apply to other professional contexts, this has not 

been explored within this study, and therefore remains a hypothetical claim (Glaser 

& Holton, 2004). It is my belief that potential exists to compare the theory presented 

here to alternative substantive contexts and thereby develop professional ontology 

theory into a formal theory of professional adaptation. 

It is also possible to identify limitations in relation to sample methods utilised 

within this inquiry. More specifically, the recruitment methods utilised resulted in a 

sample that is limited in terms of both its size and number of universities 

represented. However, it should be remembered that grounded theory methodology 

seeks to develop inductively generated theory that is transferable, as opposed to 

deductively generated theory that is then verified through representative 

measurement (Glaser, 1998b; Morse & Singleton, 2001). In this regard the sample 

used was fit for purpose.

The narrow range and scope of available studies investigating the experiences 

of master’s students undertaking research also represents a limitation for the 

research presented here. Whilst a lack of literature helps support my claim that this 

research represents a novel and valuable contribution to what is known on the topic,

it reduces the study’s connection with, and confirmability within, the existing body of 

knowledge. More research is therefore needed to explore the experiences of 

professionals undertaking master’s research, and in particular, initiatives on how to 

best support learners from professional backgrounds undertaking research within 

practice settings.

Finally, it should be remembered that the research presented represents a 

considered outcome of a project undertaken as part of a doctorate in philosophy. As
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such, the research is likely to be influenced, and in some ways limited, by the 

learning process that has been engaged with throughout.

7.5 Closing remarks
Since their inception in the late 1960s, taught master’s programmes have gained 

popularity at an exponential rate and today represent by far the most popular 

method of postgraduate study (HESA, 2015). A research dissertation, whereby 

learners design, implement and report on some type of empirical investigation, 

represents a common feature of such programmes; a feature designed to respond 

to the demand from both universities and specific professional disciplines to build 

research capacity. 

This grounded theory study identifies that clinical nurses, as a specific example 

of a professional group, adjust and accommodate to the experience of master’s 

research by incorporating research actions into their existing constructions of 

personal professional practice. This is achieved via an ontological process whereby 

the most appropriate response for a given social context is determined in real-time 

by utilising a constructed sense of professional ‘Being’.

Undertaking research under any circumstance can be a daunting endeavour for 

those involved. However, for many professionals, undertaking a master’s research 

dissertation represents a first experience of what it is like “being a researcher” 

(Oliver). It is therefore vital that such learners are adequately supported. In this 

concluding chapter I have attempted to identify the implications of this study’s 

findings in relation to existing knowledge, and those who have a responsibility to 

support master’s students as they engage in research. Whilst numerous 

recommendations result, a single theme can be identified: research, as a form of 

personal professional practice, needs to be supported in practice.

*   *   *
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Appendix 1: Example Interview Schedules

Appendix 1.1: Early interview schedule 

Opening question

Tell me about your experiences of doing master’s research?

Suggested follow-up questions

 How did you feel at the time?
 What was it like?
 What did you think then ?
 How did you happen to_ ?
 Could you describe the events that led up to _?
 What contributed to_ ?
 What was going on in your life then?
 How has your view changed?
 How would you describe the person you were then? 
 As you look back on the experience of doing your master’s research, are

there any other events that stand out in your mind? 
 Could you describe [each one] it? 
 How did this event effect what happened? 
 How did you respond to __[the event or resulting situation]
 How did the experience impact on how your saw yourself as a practitioner?
 What did you do to adjust to the experience?
 What would have helped?
 What did you do to manage the situation?
 Who, if anyone else was involved? 
 When was that? 
 How were they involved?
 Tell me how you learned to handle working alone?
 What were the most important lessons you learned?
 What positive/negative changes occurred in your life [or___ ] since ___?
 Who was most helpful to you at the time?
 How has he/she been helpful?
 Tell me about how your views may have changed since___?
 After  having these experiences,  what  advice would  you give to someone

who was about to do research whilst working clinically?
 Is there anything else you think I should know to understand ___ better?
 Is there anything you would like to ask me?

Interview schedule based on the suggested schedule by Charmaz, 2006. Note this
schedule  is  intended  as  an  aide  memoir  and  not  a  rigid  interview  plan.  Most
questions will probably remain unasked.
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Appendix 1.2: Progressive interview schedule

Opening question

Tell me about your experiences of doing master’s research?

Suggested follow-up questions from preliminary analysis 

 Can you describe for me the impact doing research had on you? 
 How would you like your research to be viewed by others?
 Describe to me how you felt about yourself during your research?
 What, if any, risks did you feel during the course of the research?
 How would you describe your attempt at doing research?
 Describe to me how you think you reconciled the roles of being a student

researcher and a clinical midwife?
 How did doing your research make you feel… at the time…now?
 What, if anything, beyond what you’ve already described impacted on your

experience?

General suggested follow- up questions 

(Adapted from Charmaz, 2006)

 How did you feel at the time?
 What was it like?
 What did you think then ?
 How did you happen to_ ?
 Could you describe the events that led up to _?
 What contributed to_ ?
 What was going on in your life then?
 How has your view changed?
 How would you describe the person you were then? 
 As you look back on the experience of doing your master’s research, are

there any other events that stand out in your mind? 
 Could you describe [each one] it? 
 How did this event effect what happened? 
 How did you respond to __[the event or resulting situation]
 How did the experience impact on how your saw yourself as a practitioner?
 What did you do to adjust to the experience?
 What would have helped?
 What did you do to manage the situation?
 Who, if anyone else was involved? 
 When was that? 
 How were they involved?
 Tell me how you learned to handle working alone?
 What were the most important lessons you learned?
 What positive/negative changes occurred in your life [or___ ] since ___?
 Who was most helpful to you at the time?
 How has he/she been helpful?
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 Tell me about how your views may have changed since___?
 After  having these experiences,  what  advice would  you give to someone

who was about to do research whilst working clinically?
 Is there anything else you think I should know to understand ___ better?
 Is there anything you would like to ask me?
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Appendix 1.3: Follow-up interview schedule

To ask as priority:

 When did you first start planning for your research dissertation?
o Probe:  When did you make a decision as to the topic of your 

research?

 For you, when did the research project (as opposed to the dissertation) 
finish?

o Probe for: choice of topic, choice of method, implementation of 
project, dissemination of results, write up. 

 Others have described aspects of their experience of master’s research as a
type of journey. Would you agree? Why?

o Probe: What type of journey was it? Where did go from/end?

 How do you think your experience of the research methods module 
influenced you when it came to undertaking your research?

 What motivated you throughout the process of doing your research?

 What does ‘Being’ professional mean to you? 

 To what extent did your sense of professionalism influence your research? 

 Did your sense of duty relate to your experience of conducting research? 
o Probe: choice of topic; basing research in practice; disseminating 

results

 In doing your master’s research - how important was it for you to portray a 
professional image?

o Probe: Who else was involved and how?

 Do you think your personality influenced your sense of professionalism when
undertaking your project? If so, how?

 How do you think your personality may have influenced your research?
o Probe for: actions and perceived consequences

 What response did expect from practice as a result of your learning? 
o Probe: Some recognition of - Value? Power? Acknowledgement of 

professional legitimacy?

 Did undertaking your master’s research alter your sense of personal 
identity?

 In the first interviews all participants indicated varied sources of support – 
what led you to seek support?

 Tell me about your first meeting with your supervisor?
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o Probe: did you prepare? How did you make the arrangements? How 
important were your 1st impressions?

 For you, what were the consequences of completing your master’s research 
project?

o Probe: was there a sense of personal growth - and if so what? Was 
this expected or unanticipated? 

Questions in reserve:

 What was the cost of your undertaking master’s research? (Cost in the 
broad sense of the word) 

o Probe: Was there an emotional cost; How did you manage the 
various costs involved?

 What do you think would have happened if you didn't apply for ethical 
approval?

 What happened when you finally gained ethical approval
o Probe: how did you feel; what were your first actions?
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Appendix 2: Excerpt from an Analytical Memo

Perceiving benefit to self-concept

'perceiving a benefit to self-concept' relates to a participants gaining an enhanced 
sense of self-concept as a consequence of engaging in master’s study (and the 
research element therein). A participant’s self-concept is utilised in forming real-time
existential constructions of professional ‘Being’ - it therefore represents part of the 
participants self-construct. 

How do participants perceive a benefit to self-concept?
Participants describe a range of benefits to their self-concept as a consequence of 
engaging in master’s study. These can be grouped into 3 categories: factors leading
to emancipation; factors leading to enablement; and factors that lead to an 
enhanced sense of self belief. Note that these are not mutually exclusive 
classifications - rather a significant degree of overlap between each category exists.
E.g. factors that lead to emancipation may also lead to a sense of enablement and 
enhanced self-esteem.

Emancipation
Participants describe numerous factors that lead them to find their experience of 
master’s study emancipatory. For example: Alice talks of 'having her eyes opened' 
and becoming more critical:

"Alice: definitely, um,  And it just opened my eyes to one: thinking that, um,
nursing times documentation was some type of audit/research to looking
articles you know within the BJN and, um, and realising what was real
research and also looking at the, um, with a critical eye and looking at,
you know, finding papers that had been submitted to journals were still
had submission bias, framing bias, you know, all the bias's you can think
of,  and if  you actually  looked at  the literature published they still  had
some gaping holes within them, so, um, I felt much more informed as a
practitioner and I could make judgements on evidence out there, and I
think that was a sort of an awakening for me which was great." (Alice)

Similarly, Amelia identifies that the experience "made" her more critical - thus 
enhancing her sense of professional ‘Being’.

"Amelia: I think... I think that if,  if... was of the most challenging thing I ever
did? I suppose it was the most challenging in a particular way. probably
not  the most,  I   think different  things challenge in different ways don't
they? But I think in terms of getting a completely different perspective,
and you know, becoming more critical and maybe widening your horizons
- yes definitely, definitely"

For several participants the most emancipating element of the experience related to 
their gaining an ability to speak at a level that they previously thought inaccessible 
to them (gaining a voice). In part, this relates to a sense of empowerment - therefore
indicating a link between factors related to emancipation and those of enablement. 
For example, Emily when asked how the research process had helped her develop 
replied:
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"Emily: is just the develop… Development. Being able to speak, umm, to 
people on more of a level with them because I’ve… I've got that 
understanding. I hope I have anyway –I try. But I just feel that (short 
pause) but I am more on a par academically with people. Do you know 
what I mean? Does that make sense?"

Similarly, Felicity identifies how learning about research has led to an ability to 
converse in conversations which previously led her to feel "shrivelled":

Felicity: "It's like a simple thing, people use words to you like a randomised 
controlled trial, and critique this, and umm, I just… I just listened to 
people before and I kind of shrivelled. You know? And I think this is 
directed at me I'm not involved in this, but is now I can actually enter into 
the conversations with them. And, umm, I didn't think we needed to know 
all the research like the, you know, like the grounded theory, I didn't even 
know what quantitative and qualitative was, whereas now I feel it's 
bringing a smile to my face. You know? So I've learned."

The memo continues at length…
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Appendix 3: Sponsorship, Ethical Approval Letters and 
Recruitment Documentation
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Appendix 3.1: Sponsorship confirmation and detail
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Appendix  3.2:  Initial  University  of  Chester  FHSC-REC
approval
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Appendix 3.3:  Confirmation of  approval  of amended ethics
application 
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Appendix  3.4:  Confirmation  of  favourable  opinion  of  NHS-
REC (subject to conditions)
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Appendix  3.5:  Confirmation  of  compliance  of  NHS-REC
conditions
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Appendix 3.6: Participant recruitment letters
Phase 1 – Initial Recruitment:
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Follow-up Interviews:
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Appendix 3.7: Participant information sheet

Version: 1.3 23 1 14

An  exploration  of  the  experience  of  clinical  nurses  undertaking  Masters

degree research. 

You are being invited to take part  in a research study.  Before you decide,  it  is

important for you to understand why the research is being done and what it  will

involve.  Please take time to read the following information carefully and discuss it

with others if you wish.  Ask if there is anything that is not clear or if you would like

more information.  Take time to decide whether or not you wish to take part. 

Thank you for reading this.

What is the purpose of the study?

This  study  seeks  to  explore  the  experience  of  nurses  who  have  attempted  a

Research Dissertation as part of a Masters Degree programme at the University of

Chester whilst working in clinical practice. The purpose is to develop theory relating

to the processes of socialisation involved; in order to better understand the specific

needs of clinical nurses when undertaking research, and to inform the development

of support strategies.

Why have I been chosen?

The study aims to look specifically at the experience of nurses who at the time of

undertaking their research dissertation were working clinically. You have been sent

this letter  as our records show that  you are a nurse/midwife and that  you have

registered for a research dissertation module. Note: you are not required to have

finished the module to participate in this study. If you are currently a student, or if

even you decided to withdraw from the module for any reason, I am still keen to

hear from you.

Do I have to take part?

It is up to you to decide whether or not to take part.  If you decide to take part you

may wish to retain this information sheet for your records. 

What will happen to me if I take part?

On expressing an interest in taking part in the study you will be contacted by the

Researcher. In order to assess your eligibility to participate, you will then be asked a

few  simple  questions  about  your  Masters  Research  Project  and  your  clinical
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practice at the time. If eligible you will then be formally invited to participate in the

study.

Participation in the study involves an interview lasting no longer than 1 hour. This

interview will be arranged at a mutually convenient time, and will be hosted at your

most  local  University  Campus,  or  the  most  convenient  non-NHS  venue  you

nominate. During the consent for the interview you will be asked to give permission

for the researcher to contact you in order to invite your participation in a follow-up

interview (not all participants will require a follow-up interview). This permission is

not binding, and in no means infers your commitment to participate in any way.

All  interviews  completed  as  part  of  the  research will  be  audio  recorded.  These

recordings will be stored securely, and no access to the audio files will be permitted

to anyone other than the chief researcher. The recordings will be transcribed and all

references to place and names will  be removed.  Completed transcripts  may be

shared with the chief researcher’s supervisory team (Professor Mike Thomas and

Dr June Keeling). Anonymised quotations from the interviews may be published in

various research reports.

Sadly  we  are  unable  to  offer  reimbursement  for  expenses  incurred during  your

participation within this project.

What are the possible disadvantages and risks of taking part?

There  are  few  possible  disadvantages  and  risks  to  taking  in  the  study.  Some

participants  may  find  participation  in  the  interview  rekindles  feelings  that  are

unexpected. If you should experience any such feelings then support is available. 

What are the possible benefits of taking part?

By taking part, you will be contributing to the development of support strategies for

other clinical nurses undertaking research. 

What if something goes wrong?

If you wish to complain or have any concerns about any aspect of the way you have

been approached or  treated during the course of  this  study,  please contact  the

Principal  Supervisor:  Professor  Mike  Thomas,  Pro-Vice-Chancellor,  University  of

Chester, Riverside Campus, Castle Drive, Chester, CH1 1SF
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Will my taking part in the study be kept confidential?

Every effort to maintain your confidentiality will be taken. Any document that shows

potentially identifiable personal details will be either stored in a locked drawer within

the Chief Researchers locked office (for paper documents); or as an encrypted file

on the investigators password protected personal computer. Encrypted back-up files

of electronic files (including audio recordings) will be stored on CD within a locked

drawer. Once the study is complete all such documents will be kept securely for 10

years (a requirement of the University of Chester) but will then be destroyed.

Can I withdraw from the study?

You  can  withdraw  your  consent  to  participate  in  the  study  at  anytime  without

prejudice. Due to the form of data analysis been used it will  prove impossible to

remove any data already provided from the studies analysis. 

What will happen to the results of the research study?

The  project  is  part  of  the  Chief  Researchers  PhD  studies.  Subsequently,  on

completion  of  the  project  a  report  (thesis)  will  be  compiled  for  the  purpose  of

assessment.  Furthermore,  it  is  hoped  that  the  results  of  the  research  will  be

published.  For  those  participants  who  express  an  interest,  a  summary  of  the

projects findings will be developed and distributed.

Who is organising and funding the research?

The research project is part of the Researchers PhD programme, and is sponsored

by the University of Chester. 

Who may I contact for further information?

If you would like more information about the research before you decide whether or

not you would be willing to take part, please contact:

Adam Keen

Address, telephone numbers and email
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Appendix 3.8: Participant consent forms

First Interview Consent Form:

299



Follow-up Interview Consent Form:
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Appendix 4: Basic Schematic for ‘Putting Research into 
Practice’

This  appendix  is  intended  to  provide  an  overall  schematic  of  the  6  theoretical

categories discussed in Chapter 4. The schematic provided for each code is limited

to the most significant sub-codes for each. A full code list is provided in Excel format

on the CD-ROM attached to this thesis alongside an electronic version of each of

the diagrams provided here. 
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Appendix 4.1: Planning the project
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Appendix 4.2: Going through ethics
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Appendix 4.3: Implementing the plan
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Appendix 4.4: Networking for support
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Appendix 4.5: Managing precious resources
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Appendix 4.6: Putting learning into practice
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Appendix 5: Networking for Support – A Typology
To help explore the range of allies being sought the interview transcripts were examined

for references made to third parties (other individuals or organisations). These were then

grouped thematically to form a typology of 3rd party references. Three category types

were identified within the typology: social, professional and educational (see overview

below). Appendices 4.1 – 4.3 expand on each of the categories shown.

 

Appendix 5.1: Networking for support - Educational others
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Appendix 5.2: Networking for support - Social others
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Appendix 5.3: Networking for support - Professional others



Appendix 6: Basic Schematic for ‘Being Professional’

This  appendix  is  intended  to  provide  an  overall  schematic  of  the  6  theoretical

categories discussed in Chapter 4. The schematic provided for each code is limited

to the most significant sub-codes for each. A full code list is provided in Excel format

on the CD-ROM attached to this thesis alongside an electronic version of each of

the diagrams provided here. 



Appendix 6.1: Distinguishing research theory from practice
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Appendix 6.2: Journeying
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Appendix 6.3: Seeking professional credibility

314



Appendix 6.4: Constructing a sense of professional being
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Appendix 7: Search Terms Used in Initial Scoping Exercise



Appendix 8: Summary Outcomes of Structured Database 
Search

Data Base Search type Search terms Results Outcome

(New

papers of

interest)

CINAHL Headings Nursing students, 

limited to Students, 

Nursing, Masters

250 9 

Keyword

(Boolean/Phrase)

Masters Dissertation 20 0

Masters Research 34 1 

Masters Experience 12 1 

Post graduate 

research experience

7 0

SocIndex Keyword

(Boolean/Phrase)

Masters Dissertation: 91 Limited to 

English 

language = 16

1

Masters Research 76 1

Masters Experience 34 1

Post graduate 

research experience

0

PsycInfo Keyword

(Boolean/Phrase)

Masters Dissertation 109 3

Masters Research 367 Limited to 

English 

language = 

347, limited to 

journals and 

dissertations =

284

6

Masters Experience 280 7

Post graduate 

research experience

2 0



ERIC

(Education

Resource

Information

Centre)

Keyword

(Boolean/Phrase)

Masters Dissertation 134 3

Masters Research 1111 therefore

limited to 

journals and 

academic 

reports = 125

4

Masters Experience 156 2

Post graduate 

research experience

13 2

Educational

Source

Keyword

(Boolean/Phrase)

Masters Dissertation 45 1

Masters Research 452 therefore 

limited to full 

text journals 

published 

since 1990 = 

215

6

Masters Experience 255 3

Post graduate 

research experience

2 0

British

Educational

Index

Keyword

(Boolean/Phrase)

Masters Dissertation 40 3

Masters Research 27 0

Masters Experience 7 0

Post graduate 

research experience

0 0

New papers of interest exclude repeats from previous searches (including initial  scoping

exercise)



Appendix 9: Excerpt from my Personal Biography
What follows is a short excerpt from my personal biography – prepared in response 

to the need to be personally reflexive. It is worth noting that I approached the 

biography as a narrative and found the writing of this both cathartic and insightful. 

The full narrative is not provided here as it perhaps offers little added value to the 

reflexive analysis provided in Chapter 6 (furthermore its considerable length is 

prohibitive to the restricted word count of a PhD thesis). This particular excerpt has 

been selected as it details some of my reflections on my own experience of 

engaging in master’s research:

I recall that I didn’t feel guided through the process of conducting my first research 

project. My supervisor was kind, but didn’t offer much in the way of practical advice 

or support. I recall feeling uncertain as to what his role was, and unsure on how to 

best make use of our time together. Later I was shocked to learn that he had neither

supervised before, nor completed any research – how could he be credible? That 

said; this did not impact on my enjoyment of the process. Perhaps unsurprisingly, 

uncertainty seemed to dominate the entire experience, and I felt constantly unsure 

whether what I was doing was correct. This was especially the case during data 

analysis, and I recall thinking that the interpretative process led a wholly subjective 

series of findings that lacked rigour in the way that I had come to understand the 

concept – this led me to secretly question the value of the research, and of 

qualitative enquiry in general. Regardless of my misgivings I graduated with a 

distinction. 

Two days after submitting my completed dissertation I commenced the first module 

of a Post-graduate Diploma in Professional Education – there was to be no rest for 

the wicked! Some time into the programme I was asked to undertake a research 

project involving a writing group I had helped set up. Later, the idea struck me to 

use the research to top-up my PG Diploma to a Masters in Professional Education. 

I found the experience of this second study very different to that of the first. The 

pace of work was far more intensive as a consequence of the deadlines for both the

conference and my contractual agreements. The design of the study was also more

complex (a mixed methods study). These factors combined to make the dissertation

report more difficult to write. For example, it felt that I had done the study 

backwards – implementing a methodology without first studying the methods being 

used. My supervision experience differed little from that of my first study – again I 



was left unsure what the role of my supervisor was, although this time I was certain 

of her credibility – after all she had a PhD. At times I would submit work for review, 

but not receive a reply. Furthermore, I struggled to meet the deadlines, and I found 

myself working over 95 hours a week for a protracted period. Life outside of work 

and studying seemed to cease completely – all I did was work. Once complete, I 

recall experiencing an initial sense of intense relief, and then a period of feeling 

profoundly unsettled. On reflection I think I was unsure how to re-engage.


	
	
	
	
	
	

	

