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Abstract: This methodology paper recommends that, when possible, qualitative research on activism
should be designed to enable each participant to choose between using a pseudonym and one’s actual
name. The stance is informed by life history data collection encounters with women in post-conflict
settings whose activism seeks to eliminate violence against women and girls (VAWG). The benefits of
accommodating a mix of names make this a viable alternative to the prevalent practice of obscuring
all participants’ identities with pseudonyms. Writing about participants in a way that does no harm
to them depends on the care and attention with which the researcher ascribes or dissociates data
to or from them, regardless of the name used. Process consent is desirable as participants’ consent
is not fully informed prior to data collection. One aspect of informed consent worthy of attention
is the need to explain the methods of data analysis and presentation of findings to life history
participants. The above practices help ensure that negotiating informed consent with participants
whilst acting towards the principle of doing no harm are tailored to the particular features of the life
history method.

Keywords: violence against women and girls; activism; life history research; methodology; ethics;
anonymity; confidentiality; pseudonyms; informed consent

1. Introduction

This paper is based on ongoing doctoral research on women’s activism in post-conflict societies
to respond to, prevent, and end VAWG. Since the 1970s, women’s VAWG activism has been vital
in opening up the previously taboo subject of VAWG, ensuring that it has become one of the
most significant international women’s rights issues (Harcourt 2009). Women’s VAWG activism
is a key influencer of human rights policy and practice (Feitz 2016; Htun and Weldon 2012).
Protracted periods of conflict, violence, and societal division can influence the types and prevalence of
violence inflicted on women, whilst narrowing the space and opportunity for activism to challenge
such violence (Akawa and Gawanas 2014; Ashe and Harland 2014; Buckley-Zistel and Zolkos 2012;
Ní Aoláin et al. 2011). This feminist research responds to the need to conceptualise women’s collective
VAWG activism in post-conflict settings. The author presented a paper at the Conference on the Global
Status of Women and Girls: Understanding, Defining, and Preventing Violence titled “Challenging
Violence against Women and Girls in Post-Conflict Settings: Learning from Women Activists”.
The emerging themes presented explored research participants’ viewpoints on aspects of culture,
ranging from views of culture as a coloniser of women to a space in which improvements for girls and
women can be achieved; “the neglected pathway to women’s justice” (Tamale 2008, p. 55). This paper
develops methodological issues discussed in the conference session.
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The research is informed by data from life history interviews with VAWG activists in Namibia
and Northern Ireland. Namibia, independent since 1990, is mainly peaceful and people largely
unite under a single Namibian identity (Akuupa and Kornes 2013; Du Pisani 2003). Namibia was
selected because the effects of colonisation since the 19th century (by both Germany and South Africa),
apartheid, and the liberation struggle have left a multi-layered and complex legacy on the various
diverse Namibian ethnicities, in relation to inequality, tribalism, ethnocentrism, and group division
(Kamwanyah 2014; Tötemeyer 2013). The colonisation of Ireland by Britain was partially brought
to an end with the partition of Ireland in 1920, although Northern Ireland remained under British
sovereignty. In Northern Ireland, “the political conflict was given a religious hue” Brewer (2015,
p. 210), as people in the Catholic minority are traditionally perceived as Irish while Protestant people
are perceived as British (Kennedy-Pipe 2014). Following protracted internal conflict in Northern
Ireland, the Good Friday Agreement in 1998 and subsequent accords resulted in a cross-community
power-sharing structure with minority veto rights, the Northern Ireland Assembly (Galligan 2013).
The assembly has been suspended on several occasions and is so at the time of writing (August 2017),
following its dissolution in January 2017 and unsuccessful negotiations to reform.

The life history approach was a significant topic of post-conference presentation discussion,
particularly the responsibilities that come with having access to and writing about life stories of
individual VAWG activists. The data collection phase with women activists presented several situations
that required the author to respond to such responsibilities. In negotiating the ethical portrayal of the
participants’ lives and identities in this research, of particular importance were: the names the activists
would assume in the research; handling sensitive data and disclosures; and perhaps less obviously,
the method of presenting data in the research produced. Methodological reflections on these areas of
research practice are the main focus of this paper.

2. Data Collection Methods

Field work took place in Namibia from June to August 2015 and in Northern Ireland from March
to June 2016. VAWG activists were recruited using a variety of methods including: direct approaches
to activists, either personally or through intermediaries; sharing details of the research to social media
contacts in field sites for re-sharing; inviting participants to self-select through various online VAWG
and feminist activist networks; and snowball sampling whilst in the field. Each interview, which
lasted from one to four hours, entailed asking the participant about her life from the beginning to
the present day, with particular emphasis on her activism. The researcher referred to a series of
prompts when required in relation to; collective activism, feminism, and the impact of societal issues
on the participant’s life and activism. Recognising that the term activist is fluid and hard to pin down
(Baillie Smith and Jenkins 2012), the researcher arranged interviews with women who self-identified
as VAWG activists along with those identified by the researcher. The narrative accounts from the
20 women interviewed, 10 from each country, included wide-ranging VAWG activism, often as part of
wider community-focused and/or women’s rights activities.

3. Ethical Encounters during Data Collection

3.1. The Planned Ethical Approach to Confidentiality

The terms confidentiality and anonymity are frequently confused (Lahman et al. 2015), so it is
helpful to provide contextual meaning. Confidentiality is presented by Walford (2005, p. 85) to mean
information that is private or secret that should not be passed onto others. He argues that, although
researchers should keep confidential any information that participants ask to remain off the record,
there can be no blanket confidentiality, as the purpose of conducting research is to gather information
to analyse and share with others. The proposed solution is therefore to ensure that confidential
information may not be attributed to a particular person. Anonymity, which may be more correctly
termed pseudonymity, is described by Wiles (2013, p. 50) as a key method applied by the researcher
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to protect the confidentiality of research participants “through the use of pseudonyms applied to
research participants, organisations and locations”. This “ubiquitous” practice is seen as the “desirable
standard” or “default setting” in order to achieve the minimum requirement in research of “doing
no harm” to participants (Guenther 2009; Tilley and Woodthorpe 2011, p. 199; Walford 2005). It is
therefore unsurprising that the use of pseudonyms for all participants was designed into this research
without considering alternatives.

Ensuring that research is undertaken ethically has moved from being a background assumption
to an overt aspect of research planning and practice (Brydon 2006). As part of the overall governance
of this research, ethical clearance was sought in advance of field work and granted by the Social
Sciences Departmental Ethics Committee of the overseeing English university. This scrutinous process
required evidence that each potential participant would be equipped to make an informed choice
on whether or not to participate. Information developed in response to that requirement covered
key areas such as: the purpose of the study; the approaches to confidentiality and anonymity; and
assurance that participants could withdraw consent at any stage of the process. This information
was sent to participants in advance of each interview (with the exception of two participants in
Namibia recruited through intermediaries) and always discussed face to face before the interview.
Participants were informed that their interview recordings would be stored securely until the point
of being destroyed and would not be shared with anyone else, and that their identities would be
anonymised, as would any third-party associates discussed in interviews. Guenther (2009) argues the
importance of researchers explaining their decision-making around how pseudonyms are used. In this
instance, the author asked each participant to choose her own pseudonym before the interview and
explained that she, as researcher, would obscure the identity of third parties after the interview, in line
with ethical requirements. The rational for asking participants to choose their own pseudonyms was
to enable each to read her content in the final research produced, should she wish.

3.2. Research Participants’ Rejection of Pseudonymity

During the early stages of the first period of field work in Namibia, three participants expressed
uncertainty about pseudonym use. The author explained it was an ethical requirement of the study to
ensure that participants would be protected from harm and the participants consented/chose their
pseudonyms. It was an unexpected development when two participants interviewed towards the end
of field work in Namibia refused to assume a pseudonym during pre-interview discussions. Rosa and
Sarry separately and individually stated that their life histories could be used on the condition that
they were ascribed their own names. The author proceeded with both interviews, though explained
that it could not be guaranteed that they would be used in the final research, as new ethical clearance
would be required, which could be refused.

Each participant provided her reasons for refusing an inauthentic name. Rosa explained that
she has publically campaigned on the issue of VAWG in Namibia for many years, even before
independence, and had been subjected to long-term mistreatment because of it. She queried why
she should use a false name and stated she was not willing to do so. Rosa added that, as an activist
well-known throughout Namibia, people would be likely able to identify her, regardless of the name
given (a factor already under the researcher’s consideration). Weeks later when Sarry refused to
assume a pseudonym, she explained that a key aspect of her activism has been supporting women to
publically share their experience of being violated in order to challenge stigma and victim blaming,
particularly in relation to sexual assault. This included supporting women to speak at events and
arranging for their testimonies to be written as a matter of record. She concluded that she just would
not feel comfortable using another person’s name and posed a challenging question: “how can you
write about a person who does not exist?” Each activist left the researcher very clear that her sense
of identity was intertwined with ownership of her own name and that “anonymity implies stealing
someone’s identity and history” (Svalastog and Eriksson 2010, p. 109).
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Rosa and Sarry’s insistence on being present in the research in their own names, and the
uncertainty expressed by other participants, are understandable given the public stance many activists
take on VAWG in their own names. Campaigning to change hearts and minds and advocate for
policy and resources to change the status quo in relation to VAWG is a key aspect of feminist
activism (Sweetman 2013), and in that context one can envisage how using a pseudonym would
feel counter-intuitive. While not all activists interviewed in Namibia did so, both Rosa and Sarry
identified as feminist. Yoder et al. (2011) argue that those who describe themselves as feminist are likely
to see the connection between the personal and the political, which can influence their engagement
in activism and their wish to be identified as an activist. Furthermore, research undertaken for the
Association of Women in Development (AWID) highlights that women’s rights defenders across the
globe have been threatened, ridiculed, and violated as punishment for speaking out (Barcia 2014).
Against this harsh reality, individual VAWG activists such as Rosa, who spoke of such experiences,
may perceive the risk of being named in academic research as remote and irrelevant.

Researchers have responded to participants wishing to be named in research in various ways.
Guenther (2009) did not accommodate participants’ requests in her research on women’s activism,
based on a concern that they might not foresee the harm that may result from being named, although
this left her with an ongoing unease. Having been refused ethical clearance to name research
participants, Barratt and Lenton (2010) argue the need for increased flexibility to renegotiate ethics
procedures on pseudonyms, although they acknowledge that waiving anonymity may be problematic
in relation to ‘higher risk topics’ (Barratt and Lenton 2010, p. 74). Given the aforementioned challenges
faced by women’s rights defenders, VAWG activism has the potential to be a higher risk topic, although
the extent of this cannot be foreseen in advance of an interview. Following one participant’s distress at
seeing the pseudonym in place, Grinyer (2009) offered participants a choice between using their own
names or pseudonyms, an approach of relevance here.

The author wanted to accommodate Rosa, Sarry, and other participants’ presence as research
participants under their own names, seeing this as an acknowledgement of their agency, and thus
pursued a mixed naming approach as practiced by Grinyer. Feminist scholars who employ a
participative research practice include Birch and Miller (2012), who challenge researchers to be more
experimental in order to increase participant involvement. The author’s application to the overseeing
ethics committee to accommodate a mix of pseudonyms and actual names was approved, subject to
the implementation of the proposals contained in the application. These were that all participants,
including those previously interviewed, be offered choice on the use of name, although anonymity
would be recommended to all who did not hold views against it, and that obscuring the details of
third parties discussed in interviews would continue as before.

At the time of writing, a total of five out of the twenty participants in Namibia and Northern
Ireland have chosen to use their own first names, a number which is subject to change before the
thesis is concluded. It is worth highlighting that not all Namibian participants have yet been given the
option to review name choice, as the author hopes to pursue the follow-up in person so as to overcome
challenges such as language constraints and lack of email access. Another noteworthy point is that, as
ethical clearance was granted before field work in Northern Ireland commenced, all participants there
were given a choice on how to be named from the outset.

Names have ethnic and other identity-based connotations which can impact research in complex
ways (Lahman et al. 2015; Wiles 2013). It is interesting to note that one activist in Northern Ireland
used this research as an opportunity to revert back to her own name, which she does not use in
the context of her activism. As a name that strongly indicated her ethno-nationality/religion, she
amended it years earlier during the conflict to make that aspect of her identity less obvious to
others. Another participant chose a pseudonym which obscured her ethno-national identity, or
rather suggested she was from the ‘other’ main group in Northern Ireland. In order to minimise the
risk of confusion and misunderstanding that may accompany a mixed approach, a simple distinction
is that names in italics are pseudonyms and names in roman text are the participants’ own.
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3.3. Dilemmas in Attributing Data to Participants and the Informed Consent Process

Every datum attributed to a participant in written research, such as a quote or anecdote,
influences how that participant is portrayed. This portrayal can make a participant identifiable
even with a pseudonym in place, thereby demonstrating that confidentiality extends beyond
anonymity/pseudonymity. Extensive literature points to the complexities of effectively obscuring
participants’ identities including the consequences of being unsuccessful in this task (Lahman et al. 2015;
Scheper-Hughes 2000; Snyder 2002; Walford 2005; Wiles 2013). Even in research that acknowledges
participants, a researcher is still required to reflect on how participants are portrayed, particularly in
relation to sensitive disclosures. Regular examples of sensitive data from these life history interviews
include intimate details of participants’ lives, participants being critical of others, and off the record
disclosures, such as past actions with which the participant does not want to be associated.

One particular example features here, chosen because the participant’s response to her own
disclosure brought into focus her lack of understanding as to how her life history data would be
used. The participant, who originally expressed that she did not wish to use a pseudonym, but later
changed her mind, made a disclosure about her past that she said would cause huge levels of distress
to an immediate family member if discovered. During and at the end of the interview she asked the
researcher not to share the details of the disclosure next to her name. Although the author was able to
give this reassurance immediately, the participant asked several questions about how this would be
done in reality. Her specific concern appeared to be that, as the disclosure related to an event which
changed her life course, leaving it out might make the remaining story difficult to understand. It was
at this point that the author realised that the participant expected the life history she provided to be
retold in the same format in the research. This realisation caused the author to question whether other
participants might have similar expectations.

Guidance on what to include as part of the life history informed consent process (see as an
example della Porta (2014), who provides an indicative list of life history informed consent topics with
activists) does not routinely include specifying how the data will be analysed and presented, which
appears to be a gap. Although the author became sensitised to this methodological issue because
of one participant, Smythe and Murray (2000) claim that it is a common misconception among life
history research participants that the researcher will share the life story as provided by the participant.
Wiles (2013) notes that there are varying views among researchers about the extent to which informed
consent should include the ways data are used and points out that these ways are not always clear at
the time of participant recruitment. In response, it is argued here that the locus of informed consent
should also not be at the participant recruitment stage. Just as researchers’ knowledge about data use
builds throughout the project, so too should participant consent.

Whilst acknowledging that researchers would not necessarily know the various possible uses
of data at the recruitment stage, they would be expected to know the method of data analysis that
will follow data collection. It is important that participants learn of this key method during the
pre-interview informed consent process. Doing so will enable them to better comprehend what
participation may entail and make informed decisions about whether or not to initially participate.
This encounter prompted the author to ensure that subsequent informed consent discussions with
participants included explaining that, although the interview comprises an end to end biography,
the final research produced will be different in layout. The author explained that the research
focus will be to discuss themes based on all participants’ testimonies, rather than including each
individual participant’s life history in full. Participants expressed their understanding of this
concept. Smythe and Murray (2000, p. 331) promote this type of transparency, though they suggest
that informed consent could include explaining to participants that, just as journalists put their own
spin on peoples’ stories, so too may a researcher. The author did not choose a comparison with
journalism but did seek to be transparent with participants about the method of analysis.

Concern about the risk of portraying participants in ways that might cause distress to
them brought the author to literature about ‘process consent’ or ‘iterative consent’ (Ellis 2007;
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Lahman et al. 2015; Smythe and Murray 2000). Process consent is explained as an informed consent
process, initiated by the researcher that is mutually negotiated with each participant, throughout the
course of the research, including the process of data analysis (Smythe and Murray 2000, p. 320). In
other words, process consent means that the researcher checks out every datum with every participant
and pulls any content that does not meet with the participant’s consent. Birch and Miller (2012)
reflect that participatory practice, such as engaging participants in data interpretation, is difficult to
maintain throughout research projects. Following field work, the author gave consideration to adopting
process consent for this research. Lack of resources to regularly engage with participants across large
geographical distances, including two participants who can only be reached through intermediaries,
prevents this from approach being practicable. The need for such resources were not identified at the
design stage. However, there is a commitment to revisiting the choice of pseudonym/actual name
with each participant, as well as checking out the data analysis method with all, prior to submission of
this doctoral thesis.

Methods of dissociating sensitive data from participants being practiced in this research include:
not attributing names (authentic or not) to contentious quotes; summarising instead of quoting to
remove colloquial terms; removing country references; and, when necessary, omitting particular data.
A small number of comments were stated as being off the record, although this still leaves substantial
data that was shared freely, but which may be harmful if associated with a particular participant. In full
recognition that identifying data as sensitive, capable of causing harm, or compromising the integrity
of a particular participant is a highly subjective process, the researcher is adopting a cautious approach.
This is in response to the requirement of doing to harm, reducing the risk of which is so central to
the ethics process. However, the author is aware that such caution may be at the expense of the
participants’ presence, so important to activists such as Sarry and Rosa, and is therefore a compromise.

4. The Benefits of Rethinking Pseudonymity and Consent in Life History Research

In qualitative social science research, the life history approach entails an analysis of a person’s
story in whole before progressing onto a method, in this case thematic analysis, which determines
findings. Life history researchers have access to unusually high levels of intimate data about each
participant. The life history approach was chosen because of the humanising impact of considering life
from the interviewee’s perspective (Rustin and Chamberlayne 2002) and potential this has to challenge
dominant historic accounts (Harding 2006). Life history participants are encouraged to consider how
wider societal factors, such as conflict/post-conflict, impact their lives and activism, a phenomenon
described by Miller (2000, p. 22) as “micro/macro interplay”. The life history interview is therefore an
encounter which generates rich data, much of which is likely to lead to the identification of the person
if shared without care and attention.

In order to reflect on one of the key benefits of rethinking naming and consent processes in
the life history method, it is helpful to consider research in which anonymity/pseudonymity failed.
Scheper-Hughes (2000) reflects on the harm caused when the participants in an ethnographic study
she undertook were identified and argues that researchers are less inhibited when writing about
participants to whom they have given pseudonyms, which may cause harm. Similarly, Guenther (2009)
demonstrates by example that online research can enable a determined investigator to identify
participants, even when pseudonyms are use. So, in stopping short of process consent whilst accepting
that pseudonymity is not a guaranteed obscurer of identity of participants, researchers are left to
determining how to write about participants with the least risk of causing them harm. Below are some
reflections from this research.

First, adopting a mixed approach to naming participants may help safeguard the portrayal
of participants in the written account. The researcher is equally accountable to participants with
self-chosen pseudonyms and own names, as any form of misrepresentation or unsafe representation is
equally detectable by each participant. An ethical approach to informed consent is less about ticking
boxes at the outset and more about complex research encounters (Miller and Boulton 2007). With that
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in mind, any researcher who offers participants choice on how to be named in research should arguably
write with the assumption that any participant may choose to change their mind over the course of the
research project. This assumption helps the researcher to guard against the loss of inhibitions when
writing about participants with pseudonyms and instead apply similar levels of care and attention
when dissociating sensitive data from each participant. This has been the experience of the author thus
far in the thesis.

Second, being candid with participants that the experiences, insights, testimonies, and emotions
they share will be analysed and re-narrated by the researcher can also act as a form of safeguard.
By having a true sense of how their lives may be represented beyond their individual chronologies,
the initial consent which follows is closer to being deemed informed. It is hoped that this would
reduce the risk of harm or disappointment to participants who go on to read the final research in
full. One transparent approach is to demonstrate this is by using real examples from past research.
Researchers may point to their own examples or share suitable alternatives from existing scholarship
(see (Rivas 2012)). This is an approach that the author is committed to revisiting in this research and
adopting in future.

5. Conclusions

Silverman (2010, p. 333) advises researchers that transparency requires researchers to provide a
full, honest assessment of how they conduct their research. The approaches detailed in this paper form
a response to that call for transparency in relation to naming, sensitive data, and informed consent
in life history research. The decision to use one’s own name should be the participant’s to make and
should be accommodated where possible, with the exception of third parties mentioned in interviews,
who have not given informed consent to participate. Short of the desired approach of process consent,
it is important to take steps to ensure that participants understand, as far as possible, the way their
data will be analysed and presented in the research. This makes their initial decision about whether
or not to participate more, if not fully, informed. Careful dissociation of sensitive identifiable data
from participants is crucial, given the rich data generated by the intimacy of a life history interview,
even at the expense of the presence of participants. These recommendations apply specifically to
life history participants in this research, VAWG activists in post-conflict societies, and to life history
research participants generally. It is hoped that the practice detailed here will be shown over time to
be effective in protecting the rights of participants not to be harmed, while promoting their rights to
participate as fully as they wish. As researchers, we need to ensure that, regardless of our processes for
anonymisation and informed consent, our research must not involve writing about people as if they
do not exist.
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