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Sociological research as multiple conversations
Introduction

Recent years have seen something of an explosion in debate around research reflexivity and the dynamics between researchers and study participants. 
This paper contributes to this debate, but makes a very specific proposal.  It is suggested that research is conceptualised as ‘conversations’.  Based on the work of Steier (1991) and illustrated by my PhD on self care and social networks, the paper presents the research process as multi-level conversations.  
The paper begins by exploring existing theories which are relevant to the concept of research as conversation.  It then moves on to outline my own PhD study and to reflect on the ways, in practice, that research as conversation can be incorporated into the design of a study.  It will also consider an interesting parallel between the methodological concept of conversations and the substantive study topic.  The paper will end with a discussion of the implications of these ideas and will consider how it can contribute to the evolution of the ‘reflexive turn’ and the way we engage with our methodologies.  
Background

At a straightforward empirical level, data gathering can be seen a conversation or series of conversations between the researcher and the participant(s).  However, in this paper, the framework of ‘conversations’ is presented as something broader and more all encompassing.  It is presented as a way of engaging reflexively with the relationship between researcher and researched, researcher and data, by viewing each pairing, each interaction, as a conversation.  

Little has been written directly on this theme.  The literature on reflexivity is useful although more obliquely than directly relevant.  The themes emerging from the literature can be grouped into three main ways of looking at the issue of research as conversations:  firstly, as multiple interwoven conversations; secondly, as separate fragmented conversations; thirdly, as conversations which are the product of interactions. Each of these is now explored in turn.

Research as conversations: multiple interwoven conversations
One of the few explicit discussions of research as conversation is provided by Steier (1991a, 1991b).  Steier’s work, like that of Bamberger and Schön (1991) sees research as ‘a web of interwoven conversations’.  Steier (1991) refers to the ‘interplay’ between, for example, participants, researcher with their colleague, researcher with participants and so on.  These conversations need not be limited to literal conversations between people.  To expand a little on Steier’s ideas, every part of the research process could be conceptualised as a web of interwoven conversations between, for example, a pairing of researcher and participant, participant and participant, researcher and interview transcript, researcher and interpreted data, or researcher and intended audience for a written output.  Thus these conversations become the situated account produced in that particular pairing, in that interaction at that time and in that context. Steier points out the relevance of the work of Wittgenstein’s language games for this (Wittgenstein, 1953).  
Research as conversations: separate fragmented conversations
Theories of narrative (Atkinson, 1997) and story-telling also have relevance for the concept of research as conversation.  The ‘narrative turn’ is interesting here as it is often taken to suggest an uninterrupted, solitary voice, uninfluenced by situated context, or by the research process.  The concept of story-telling (Heaphy, 1998) brings with it a similar notion of ‘one story to tell’.  Silverman (2005), following Saussure, offers a slightly different angle on this, he refers to the importance of ‘sequences’.  That is, what we tell, is influenced by how it is ‘placed’ within the sequence of events in an account.   However, there is considerable debate, particularly within the anthropological literature which challenges the notion of a sole narrative (Clifford and Marcus, 1986; Coffey, 1999).  A particularly vivid example of this is Gottlieb and Graham, (1993) who wrote up their reflections of anthropological fieldwork through alternating passages of text written by each reflecting their different perspectives of the same thing. 
Research as conversations: conversations which are the product of interactions 

While there has been limited coverage in the sociological literature topic of research as conversations, more has been written on the more general role of interactions in the production of research accounts.  This work has primarily focused on interaction between the researcher and the research participant and includes feminist and other theory referring to power dynamics in the interview.
Interaction is at the heart of the concept of research as conversations.  Although this need not be limited to interactions between two people, the notion of conversation however does imply a duality.  It requires two parts.  Maranhão (1991) conceptualises these research interactions as a series of ‘pairs’.  Steier (1991) tends to use the concepts of conversation and dialogue interchangeably.  Both imply interaction and response.  However, Steier also goes beyond the duality envisaged by Maranhão (1991) and refers at times to ‘multilogue’ where multiple participants interact to create an account.  
The two parts of the research conversation could constitute what Jorgenson, (1991) refers to as co-production and ‘co-constructionism’ of the research account also implying an active and more democratic relationship between the two parts of the conversation. 
Implied in Steier’s (1991) theory of research as conversations is a sense of mutuality.  A sense that each part, person, audience, or data set affects the other.  And that that impact is reciprocated.  He goes further to coin the term ‘ecological constructionism’ (Steier, 1991) where his choice of the term ecological presumably suggests an interaction and interrelatedness of all people and parts within of research process. 
Steier (1991) introduces the concept of mirroring in research as conversation (so called as both sides of the mirror are constructed as they are as a result of the other).  He proposes three types of ‘mirroring’: Figural mirroring which is where the processes the researcher is trying to understand (i.e. the research question) mirror the processes that the researcher is actually involved in pursuing that research question.  Secondly, framing mirroring, where the research participants are given an opportunity to respond to the way the researcher frames the research.  Thirdly, processual mirroring here Steier refers to Smith (1984 & 1989) who identified parallel processes going on in the dynamics of the research activity (an action research project) and in the dynamics of the issue being studied.

Methods

The study

These methodological reflections will be explored during my PhD study.  My research examines people's every-day micro-level social interactions, in particular in relation to support given for health.  The study is placed within the context of the current UK health policy of ‘self-care’ for chronic conditions.  It will explore the role of people's social networks in their self-care. 

The study builds upon theories within medical sociology of lay involvement in informal healthcare and of the importance of social networks as a protective and predictive factor for health.  It is also influenced by the sociological literature on interactions, friendship, support, and relationality.

The study will use a qualitative design to obtain depth of data. Taking an ethnographic approach, qualitative interviews will be conducted combined with `shadowing' (a form of participant observation).  A paired approach is planned to explore social interactions about health.  It is envisaged that the overall sample will be about 35, half of which will be people with heart disease or mild to moderate mental health problems. Each of those people will be asked to identify one person from their social network who will also be included in the sample.

The study is currently in the design and planning stages and no data has yet been gathered.  The ideas included in this paper are therefore speculative and theoretical and form part of the process of developing the theoretical framework which I intend to use in the PhD study.

Application of research as conversation to my PhD study

This section will explore how, in practical terms, a framework of research as conversation could be incorporated into the PhD study described above.

Design

Through the planned use of a ‘paired’ approach and shadowing, the study has been designed in a way that research as conversations can be explored. 
Data gathering

It is in the data gathering stage that it is easiest to conceptualise the use of a framework of research as conversations.  Each interview will be seen as a (two-way) conversation.  The product of the conversation will be embedded both with the context of the interview and within the individuals own life story and the interaction between that of each participant.  Conversations in the data gathering stage will not only be those between researcher and participant, but also between participant and participant, and researcher and data.
Analysis 

There will also be ‘conversations’ in the analysis stage.  These will not be literal, spoken conversations, but will be conversations in the dialogic sense between researcher and the data.  But within that there will also be a second conversation with each participant through the ‘conversation’ the researcher has with that participant while analysing the things they have said in the transcript.  There would be possibilities of conversations between the participants and the data if the method of showing raw data or analysed themes to the participants is used.

The analysis stage is one of the most complex and interesting for research as conversation.  There are two main reasons for this.  Firstly, the shift from one conversation to another requires translation.  This implies that each pairing cannot communicate across each other, because each is so embedded and situated in the unique dynamics of that particular pairing.  The researcher in the role of translator has a powerful position, with capacity to ignore or nuance a meaning.  
Secondly, if we accept that these multiple conversations become multiple realities.  None subsumes another.  None is a ‘meta-conversation’.  This challenges the inclination of sociological research to produce meta-conversations.  If we see these conversations as inevitably distinct, then we find ourselves in postmodern territory with multiple conversations which are complete in themselves, but which are fragments of a whole.  
Method mirroring the substantive topic

There is an interesting sub-plot to the story of using a framework of research as conversations for this study.  The methodological focus on interaction as the point of production of data mirrors the substantive topic which is also about interactions, support and the way one persons management of their health is influenced and affected by others.  This is an example of what Steiers (1991) refers to as figural mirroring.
Discussion

The paper will now move on to consider the implications of these methodological reflections, and how they relate to the theoretical issues raised at the start of the paper.

In the background section of this paper, theoretical ideas were grouped into three main ways of looking at the issue of research as conversations:  as multiple interwoven conversations; as separate fragmented accounts; as conversations which are the product of interactions.  Some questions and reflections can be raised about these.  
Steier’s (1991) and Bamberger and Schön’s (1991) concept of multiple, interwoven conversations is problematic.  Unless the ‘interweaving’ takes place by the researcher at the point of analysis, it is possible to argue that there is limited interweaving.  If each conversation has its own situated dynamic, that dynamic becomes the account of the interaction of those two people (or a person and a text), at that time and in that context.  But they do not interact, interweave or interplay with other conversations.  Except in the act of analysis and writing up of the research (which, incidentally may be one of the reasons why qualitative researchers often find it personally challenging to write up their research).  
This relates to the second theme from the literature, of research as conversations as separate fragmented accounts.  It may be hard to imagine many circumstances where the accounts are multiple accounts.  Each account is a separate, very individualised account.  Each is influenced by the circumstances of that conversation and of the people (or things) involved.  The overall research project may collect many, i.e. multiple, of these accounts, but they are not multiple accounts, they are a number of individual accounts.  .  By reflecting on the individualised nature of each research account, and the way it is affected by the situated context of that conversation it is possible to see research accounts less as multiple and interwoven and more as isolated, individual fragments.  Fragments of a whole, possibly, but not interwoven with other fragments.  Here we stray into post-modern territory as it is possible to see each account as a fragment, a piece of a mosaic (Heaphy, 1998) an individual dot on the impressionists painting (Frisby, 1992a; 1992b).
The third theme raised in the literature was research conversations as the product of interactions.  This paper is about research as conversations.  A conversation is an interactive process.  It assumes that one person, circumstance, context, content affects the other, and visa versa (to a greater or lesser extent) and all in a very fluid, changing kind of way.  The interaction need not be with two people, it could be a conversation within the same person, or that person and their data, or their intended audience, or their actual audience, or their ideas, or the literature.  But it is an interaction.   
This last model fits well with my own research.  We have seen how there is a ‘mirroring’ of the interactions I am exploring in the substantive content of my study and the interactions I could use as a methodological framework. In my study I could explore not only how the human interaction between the two (or more) people present in the research interview (for example), but also in a reflexive manner, explore my own interactions as the researcher with different elements of the process, and I could possibly also try to find some of the research participants who may be prepared to be reflexive about their own interactions.
What are the implications of research as conversation?

If we accept the notion of research as conversations, this has a number of implications for the way we do research and the way it is viewed and utilised.  
Research as conversation has implications for the way we conduct research.  In practical terms, as illustrated above, each stage of the research process is approached differently if we see ourselves as engaged in an interactive conversation. We are likely to be more reflexively aware of mutual influence and of situated and contextual influences.  In the analysis stage in particular, our conversation with the data and our awareness of our role of ‘translator’ in an attempt to create ‘meta-accounts’ is likely to be stronger.  However, possibly most importantly, by viewing research as conversation we are engaging with the debate about how research ‘findings’ are constructed.  We are proposing that there are in fact no ‘findings’, that there are instead, multiple contextualised accounts, possibly multiple findings.  But there will be no one universal truth that we will have uncovered. The most coherent ‘findings’ we may be able to aim for is a kind of fuzzy outline of reality akin to that given by and impressionist painting (Frisby, 1992a, 1992b) or a finished mosaic (Heaphy, 1998).  Whilst appearing to be a wholly idealist stance, in fact the notion of research as conversations, does accept some form of reality – it accepts multiple, contextual and interactively created reality.  Here maybe it is more akin to social constructionism (Berger and Luckmann, 1966).
There are implications of the concept of research as conversation for the utility and acceptability of research.  Where research rejects realism, objectivity or positivism, it often faces (usually quite understandable) objections about its utility.  In the case of this study two factors make this particularly pertinent.  Firstly, the study is funded by a government department with policy needs for research findings.  Contextual, interactively created conversations as multiple accounts are hard to use for policy development.  Secondly, the study is located in the interface between social science and medicine.  This places it within philosophically very different genres and it will be anticipated that there will be an engagement with wide-ranging ‘conversations’ from sociology, medicine and lay discourses making the creation of a ‘meta-conversation’ very difficult.  
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