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This paper aims to discuss the relations between researcher and researched. My doctoral project is to study the role of social networking in labour recruitment in the UK publishing sector. The methods I used are semi-structured interviews and participant observation. I interviewed forty publishing staff in various roles such as editorial and design during mid 2005 and early 2006. I also participated actively in a UK publishing association and organized events and annual conference during the above period. 

In this paper, I will focus on how my ethnic identity influenced the relations with my interviewees. I am an ethnic Hong Kong Chinese who has just stayed in the UK for study for four years. The UK publishing sector is predominately a white middle classes sector. It is not difficult to imagine that I encountered some special experiences during the fieldwork (despite the fact that people in publishing are generally very friendly). These experiences are as follows. Firstly, it is access gaining. I did not know anybody in this sector before the fieldwork. The way I got into the field was to make use of my ethnic minority identity and participated in a couple of diversity programs. Secondly, I needed to develop a sense of trust with the interviewees within a very short period of time. Friendly body gestures such as smile and being attentive helped to overcome my accented English, which could be a barrier in the fieldwork. Thirdly, I realize that being an ethnic minority could be an advantage during fieldwork since my interviewees were open to tell me a lot of tiny details (such as office politics). Some of them said it was because to a very large extent I am an outsider to UK publishing, they felt safe to tell me everything. 
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Introduction

This paper aims to discuss my personal experiences of conducting fieldwork in the UK publishing sector. The specialty of the experiences lies in the fact that I am an ethnic Hong Kong Chinese who has just stayed in the UK for study for four years. I am also lack of any publishing experience or had established any network within the sector. Critically, the UK publishing sector is predominately white middle classes
. So here is the main theme of this paper: how did an ethnic minority researcher (or an overseas student) launch and complete a qualitative study in a field which is predominately occupied by local middle classes? In other words, what are the experiences of an ethnic minority researching on an ethnic majority? Based on these experiences, what implications can I draw in regard to the role of identity of the researcher in the field?

In this paper, I will first briefly describe my research and the methodology I adopted. Having a basic idea of my research interest, I will move on to the experiences I encountered. These include access gaining, developing trust with people in the field and the advantages of my ascribed identity as an ethnic minority and as an outsider of UK publishing. This paper will end up with discussing the implications of my experiences to researching subjects of different ascribed characteristics.

Research area

My research is a case study of the UK publishing sector
. The central theme is to explore how labour market operates in the publishing sector. In particular, I explore the mechanisms in which social networking plays a role in recruitment and careers progression. I gathered information from both employers and job seekers/ employees since the effectiveness of the job search method of an individual is contingent on the recruitment methods used by the employers. On the side of employers, I aim to understand the mechanisms in which they do recruitment and to what extent the recruitment process relies on their own professional networks
. Here are some of the questions addressed:

· Consider the last time you did recruitment, what method(s) did you use? Will you use it again?

· Regarding the recruitment methods, is there any difference among people in different ranks and roles?

· To what extent do you trust CV and reference letter? In what ways these documents are useful?
· Is there any circumstance in which personal contact and professional network helps you to recruit new staff? To what extent you find it useful?
· Who have been your most valuable contacts in your career life so far? Why?
· Which position is going to have opening soon? What are you going to do to fill up the vacancy?

· Have you been in a position to help somebody to find a job? Can you tell me about that?
· What advice would you give to someone starting out in publishing about personal contacts?
On the side of job advancers, I aim to explore their work trajectory, job hunting experiences, the processes they build up professional network and the way they are benefited from these networks (consciously or unconsciously), if they do. Here are the questions addressed: 

· Can you tell me about your current job?  What do you do?
· How did you get this job (job advert, referral…)? Can you describe the process?
· Did you know anybody working in this company prior to the job application?
· If so, who are they? What did they do?
· Did they provide any information of this company?
· Have personal contacts always been important to you in getting new jobs? Could you give me some other examples?
· On the other hand, have you ever been in a position to help someone else get a job? Can you tell me about that?
· Do you get along with people in publishing socially?
· Why or why not? If yes, who are these people? How often do you meet?

· Would you say it matters to your career which manager you work for in your company? Why?
· To what extent good work performance is crucial in careers advancement?

· To what extent do you think getting a good reference letter is the key to getting a job?
· Who have been your most valuable contacts in your career life so far? Why?
· In this company, who writes your appraisal and decide your promotion? What is the mechanism?
· What do you want to achieve working here? How will you go about it?
· How high do you think your chances are of being given a significant promotion with your present organization?
In sum, the research focuses on the mechanisms in which employers turn to CV, reference and the reputation and trust placed on the guarantor when doing recruitment. I also focus on the mechanisms of careers progression, i.e. how applicants see the values of good job and networking and how they establish their reputation all the way through the publishing career.

The methods I used are semi-structured interviews and participant observation
. I interviewed forty publishing people during mid 2005 and early 2006. Nearly all of these interviewees either work in London or Oxford. The interviewees are predominately serving an editorial role. Other roles such as design, publicity and production are also included. The sample comprise of employers and employees. It was collected by snowballing and is therefore neither ‘random’ nor representative. 
On top of semi-structured interviews, I also participated actively in a UK publishing association, which is based in London and Oxford. This is a networking association for young (aged 18-35) publishing employees. I volunteered to be the treasurer of this association and organized events and annual conference during the above period. In the process of participation, I got to learn more about the UK publishing sector and interact regularly with publishing staff. Some of my interviewees were met through this association.

Fieldwork experiences

The research is Oxford- and London-based. My interviewees are mostly white British middle classes – speak British accent, mature, socially appropriate and culturally ‘glamourous’. I am an ethnic Chinese, speak heavily accented English and have little knowledge in publishing at the beginning. The contrast is apparent. The challenge is obvious as well: how could I start the fieldwork and get reliable and useful information? A more primary issue is: how could I possibly gain trust from any publishing people I encounter? How could I impress these interviewees so that they are willing to refer me to other publishing people?

In this part, I will discuss my experiences in the field. Three issues will be discussed, namely, access gaining, developing trust with people in the field and the advantages of having different identities from the interviewees in the field. 

Access gaining

Gaining access is a continuous and dynamic process. It is relational in nature (Feldman, Bell & Berger, 2003). The researcher needs to attract enough attention so that someone on the inside will look out the door and see who or what is there. It also requires the researcher to convince the person on the other side of the door to open it wide enough to explain why s/he wants in. Building rapport with the initial contact and having enough ability to relate to others is crucial. Moreover, it is argued that similarity in personal and professional identity between the researcher and the people s/he is going to research helps to facilitate the fieldwork (Feldman, Bell & Berger, 2003).

In regard to explaining the research to the gatekeeper, Hammersley and Atkinson (1995) argue that people to be studied by social researchers should be informed about the research in a comprehensive and accurate manner. Covert research is not preferred. The importance of explaining accurately the research can also be supported from a pragmatic point of view. Blau (1963) emphasised the importance of being honest when he did ethnographic research in two US government departments. After all, substantial deception will produce additional stress on the researcher and this might spoil the research eventually. Nevertheless, there is a consensus that researchers should make a balance between conducting covert research and telling people everything about the research (Hammersley and Atkinson 1995; Hammersley 1998; Hirsch and Gellner 2001). Hammersley and Atkinson point out that at the initial point of negotiating access, the researcher often does not know exactly what s/he is going to do in detail. Even if the researcher is clear about the research in the later stages, s/he should not necessarily tell every respondent all the details because divulging some sorts of information might affect people’s behaviour in ways that will invalidate the research.
 
My initial idea of the fieldwork is to work in a publishing company as it can provide me with a more ‘natural’ environment to know people in publishing. With the help of my previous academic supervisor, I managed to negotiate access with a senior editor of a publishing company in Oxford. I sent my CV to her and required to fill in any simple administrative position in her publishing house. Unfortunately, she quitted the job in the middle of the negotiation process. At the same time, I realized that I might be better able to get access to publishing houses which endorse ‘diversity program’
. I managed to talk to the organizer of one of these publishing houses in London. I told them my research purpose and the type of information I intended to gather as I believed that it would be more efficient if I chose to tell honestly my research. But eventually, they rejected my request and I failed to negotiate access in any publishing company. 

I then changed my methodology slightly. I believe it would be easier to approach publishing people on individual basis. I requested for doing an interview with a publicity staff I met in the diversity program. She was happy with it and volunteered to introduce her friend to me. The snowball began. I also joined the careers network of my University and managed to get in touch with some alumni who are now working in publishing. Another stream of snowball began as well
. I managed to get in touch with non-Asian and non-Oxford interviewees after I did several interviews. Last but not least, I attended different publishing events, such as talks and exhibition to get in touch with potential interviewees. Most of people in these events were very willing to help.

The experience of snowballing reminds me the idea of similarity in identity. The first interviewee I got in touch with via the diversity problem is an ethnic minority. About the same time, I got in touch with an Oxford alumni. These two units of people facilitated the snowball. I am not assuming that people other than these two groups would not do referral for me. What I want to say is that this racial and ‘old boy network’ identity helps me to build up the confidence of talking to the subjects I intend to in the early stage of the fieldwork. It also lessens the barrier between the interviewee and me because we share a common identity and the conversation could start more easily (at least we had some common thing to start with).

As mentioned before, apart from doing semi-structured interviews, I also actively involved in a publishing association. I got to know this association through the internet and I learned that this association was recruiting a treasurer among their members. This was around the time when I failed to gain access to any publishing house. Despite the fact that I was not enrolled in this association, I sent an email to the Oxford branch of this association and nominated myself to be the treasurer. As expected, nobody replied. I re-sent the email after two weeks and the chairman invited me to the committee meeting. In the meeting, everybody looked reserved (or even suspicious to me) but they managed to be friendly and polite. As I found that it was unwise to hide my identity and my purpose of joining the committee (since people were suspicious the first time I sent email to the association), I told the committee about my research honestly. I involved actively in this association for more than eight months. In the first two months, I was very isolated but the situation got much better when I was more committed and took up more responsibilities. This was a tough experience but it helped me to learn more about the culture of publishing people during casual chat. I had never invited any committee member to be my formal interviewees as I was afraid it might spoil the relationship.

Developing trust with people in the field

Trust is integral to developing rapport, which refers to a harmonious relationship between the researcher and the informant (Feldman, Bell & Berger, 2003). The way of building up trust relies heavily on the researcher’s personal and professional identity (Feldman, Bell & Berger, 2003). Categories of social identity such as demographic characteristics and professional identities can provide the basis for trust. For instance, Daniel-Echols (2003) argues that her black ethnic identity helps her to gain credibility and trust from her black interviewees when she did a research on the impact of politics on the day-to-day implementation of welfare-to-work programs. There was entirely no barrier between her and the interviewees when they talk. 

Apparently, there is no advantage of sharing similar personal and professional identity with the interviewees in my situation. Based on my experiences, attitude could help to build up trust (or preliminarily, break the ice) a bit. I came to be seen as trustworthy if I listen to the interviewee attentively and show genuine concern about the interviewee. My interaction with an employer shed some light in this regard. For instance, Mrs. Cat did a lot of recruitment over the past ten years. She looked for moral attributes such as trustworthiness, honesty, attentiveness, sensibility and calmness in a job applicant. She is confident that she can tell a person’s moral attribute based on experiences:
“During an interview you can tell if the candidate is trustworthy, honest, paying attention to yourself and sensible. It’s based on experience really. You’ve got to look at people’s eyes. If you come to me for an interview, I’ll be very likely to employ you. (Why?) Cos’ you look honest and pleasant.” (Mrs. Cat, interviewed on 27th April 2006)  

It is the sense of honesty and pleasance that facilitates the talk. Smile is an universal language. Through the interview, she talked a lot about her recruitment experiences and her personal work trajectory. She also introduced two publishing colleagues to me for interview. 

Appearance is also an important factor that shapes relationships with respondents (Hammerleys and Atkinson 1995:109). It is always better to dress in the way that is similar to the people being studied or in a way that is relevant to my role as a participant in the field. With regard to the outlook, I dressed in a smart causal way. This suits my identity as a doctoral student and my interviewees could identify me very easily when we were about to meet up. 
Another way to develop conversation effectively with the interviewees is to maximise my ‘mental speed’. I increasingly find that it is the mental speed which helps to get more useful information. Most of the interviewees are smart, especially the managers. They think very fast. Instead of being directed to a certain way (they might avoid answering some questions by saying something else which sound appealing), I need to be very alert and try to frame the question in another way. At this point, I find that it is the mental speed, rather than the use of English is the greatest challenge. It is beyond the command of English already. 

Advantages of having different personal and professional identity with the interviewees

Being an ethnic minority researching the UK publishing sector enhanced the level of difficulty of gaining access and developing trust with people in the field. However, there are indeed some advantages of my identity. In the first place, I felt free to ask all sorts of questions. Similarity in personal and professional identity does not always increase information. Sometimes people tell more because they assume that the researcher does not understand their perspective (Feldman, Bell & Berger, 2003). Interviewees may assume that the researcher has a good background of the field and therefore skip background information or explanation. Because of the differences in personal and professional identity with the interviewees, I did not find myself embarrassed or stupid to ask my interviewees any kind of information. Sometimes I can even make use of these differences to ask for more detailed and first hand information.

As the interviewees knew I am nearly ignorant (in terms of social connections at least) to the UK publishing sector and I am obviously non-local and harmless, they tend to gossip more. For instance, at the end of the interview, one of my interviewees realised how much office politics and gossip she had told me and said, 'oh... how could I tell you all this...'. Another interviewee told me obviously, ‘You’re a complete outsider of the field. I’m not afraid to let you know everything.’ 

Conclusion

This paper reviewed my fieldwork experiences – an ethnic minority without publishing experiences studying the UK publishing sector. The experiences are worth mentioning because in most of the sociological qualitative studies, the researchers used to share similar (or the same) racial and professional experiences with the subjects. To conclude, there are both advantages and disadvantages for me in the fieldwork. Regarding advantages, the interviewees found me harmless and thus, were willing to tell me more information than I expected. As I knew my disadvantageous position in the beginning, I was very alert of being sincere, honest and smart when I talk to people in the field. This in return, impressed these people and they showed higher interest in my research. It ultimately speed up my fieldwork. As to the disadvantages, obviously, it was very difficult to get into the field at the beginning as my personal and professional identity is very different from people in publishing. Overall, my experience is that the difference in personal and professional identity is an initial but crucial barrier for a researcher but it is possible to get through it. 
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� According to the report by “Ethnic Diversity in Publishing: A Research Report”, Book Marketing Limited (BML), commissioned by the Diversity in Publishing Network 2007, there are roughly 8% ethnic minorities within the publishing sector. The rest of the 92% are white British. In editorial, nearly all working staff are white British. 


� There are two major reasons I study the publishing sector. Firstly, it is a small community where job mobility and referral occurs very often. Secondly, it is out of geographical and technical reason, i.e. people in publishing chiefly stay in Oxford and London (the two other sites are Edinburgh and Cambridge) where I would be more able to approach these people.


� One conventional accusation of qualitative method is that people’s recollections of events, processes and reasons are not accurate representations of what actually happened. However, I will say people in practice seemed to have clear memories about how they got their job and how they got promoted. They seemed to be very honest to tell me how social network helps their career life (which could be embarrassed and sensitive to some people). In fact, my impression is that interviewees were very capable of articulating their own experience and they were able to give an account in a systematic manner (rather than saying ‘yes’ or ‘no’ or making a statement without clear elaboration).


� The use of two methods, i.e. semi-structured interview and participant observation is helpful not only because it increases my attachment to the publishing sector and make myself ready to contact more interviewees, it also helps to triangulate fieldwork information. For instance, my interviewee Suzanne is a very few woman who succeeds to climb up the career ladder. She is the only female director in the company. She was one of the careers conference speakers (the association I worked in). She remained absolute silent before the conference (she only replied the invitation email by saying she was willing to be the speaker) and only showed up on that day. Straight after the conference, she requested for the delegates' contacts! (The chairman of the association told me when we chatted casually.) The day before I heard about this 'deal', I interviewed Suzanne. She told me if a woman wants to climb up, she must be courageous, aggressive and opportunistic - willing to take risk and explore all possibilities to complete a task. In a way, the delegate list deal illustrates her aggressiveness. 





� In addition, excessive information may simply bore or annoy respondents.


� There is an increasing number of publishing houses in London that launch diversity program. The aim of such program is to train and recruit more ethnic minority youth who aspire to work in publishing. It is believed that a publishing house would be able to absorb more new ideas if it is open up to a higher proportion of ethnic minority.


� One of the Oxford alumni put my research description in the intranet of her company. I managed to receive seven replies through this.
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