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Introduction 

This paper explores some of the methodological challenges we have faced in 

operationalising the research design for our ESRC/TLRP-funded project, Non-

participation in higher education: Decision-making as an embedded social practice.3  Our 

research is concerned with exploring how and in what ways (non) decision-making about 

higher education might be embedded within networks consisting of family members, 

friends and peers, and to what extent future participation in HE might be conceived as 

within the bounds of the possible.  The study hypothesises that such networks - linked as 

they are to varying forms of social, cultural and economic capital - provide a critical 

context within which individuals' thinking about HE is embedded and co-constructed.  

Our focus is on the experiences of individuals who are ‘potentially recruitable’ to higher 

education - defined for the purposes of our research as those whose highest level of 

qualification is at Level 3 or equivalent and who have subsequently neither participated 

in HE nor are currently applying to do so.  Our interest is in non-participation across the 

life course, so we are prioritising life stage rather than age per se within our sampling 

strategy.  

 

To date, various members of the project team have been engaged in the drafting of a 

series of literature reviews, in the development of a macro-level account of (non-) 

participation in the general population based on secondary analysis of data from the 

                                         
1
 Dr Brenda Johnston, School of Education, University of Southampton: 

B.M.H.Johnston@soton.ac.uk  
2
 Professor Sue Heath, School of Social Sciences, University of Southampton: 

Sue.Heath@soton.ac.uk 
3
 Professor Alison Fuller is the project PI, with Professors Fuller and Heath acting as co-directors 

of the project. Dr Johnston is the Senior Research Fellow on the project. Full details of the twelve-
person team can be found on the project website: http://www.education.soton.ac.uk/nphe 



 2 
 

Labour Force Survey and the Youth Cohort Study, and in the conduct of thirty interviews 

with key informants working in the widening participation arena largely in the Hampshire 

and Isle of Wight region (the geographical focus of our research, and one which includes 

high levels of non-participation in HE).  We are currently immersed in the main data 

collection phase of the project: case studies of sixteen networks of intimacy.  Each case 

study involves an interview with an individual who is “potentially recruitable” to higher 

education, interviews with members of their “networks of intimacy” (Heath and Cleaver 

2003) and then a further interview with the “potentially recruitable” person.   We have 

also begun doing data analysis.  We have just started on the second round of interviews 

with the “potentially recruitable” people who are our “entry-points” to networks. 

 

In this paper we consider some methodological challenges which we have faced in 

relation to the main phase of the research. These are: (i) accessing and sampling from 

what is effectively a hidden population; (ii) interviewing when investigating decision-

making as a collective process within and across networks of intimacy and within an 

intergenerational context; (iii) doing initial data analyses.  Broader ontological and 

epistemological concerns provide the backdrop to these challenges.  These are 

especially prominent in this research because of the need to interpret multiple accounts 

within any one network of intimacy, accounts which may be potentially conflicting or at 

least told from different perspectives; the need for the interviewers to interview and 

interact with many individuals in one network who will themselves be responding to what 

they might perceive the story to have been presented by other members of the network; 

and the difficulty of investigating a complex decision making process, ongoing probably 

over many years.       

 

This paper follows on from a project working paper, Heath and Johnston (2006), initially 

presented at the conference of the Society for Research in Higher Education in 

December 2006.4  In that paper, we explored issues similar to those explored in this 

paper, but at an earlier stage in the project before we had conducted fieldwork with the 

potentially recruitable participants and their network members.  Interested readers 

should consult the earlier working paper for further elaboration of the processes we went 
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through in order to arrive at our definition of a sample and issues involved in researching 

networks. 

 

In this paper, we focus on issues related to sampling, interviewing and initial data 

analysis.  

Accessing and sampling a hidden, fuzzy population 

In the research project, we wished to investigate people who were potentially recruitable 

to higher education, but who had “chosen” (for now anyway) not to enter higher 

education.  The basic problems we faced in locating our sample related to its “fuzzy” and 

“hidden” nature.  Please see Heath and Johnston (2006) for elaboration of these 

problems.  In the current paper, we will focus on how we located our “hidden” sample 

and the methodological implications of these processes.  

 

By “hidden” we mean that our target population is not an easily identifiable group for 

research purposes.  The people we are interested in come from many different 

backgrounds and socio-economic groups, and encompass a variety of different 

educational backgrounds, ages, life stages, geographical locations and employment 

histories.  They do not belong to any one organization, nor are they marked out in any 

lists or databases to which we can have access.  In-house analysis of the Labour Force 

Survey suggests that around 13 per cent of the UK labour force is currently in 

possession of Level 3 qualifications as their highest qualification (equivalent to 4.8 

million individuals).   

 

From this hidden population, we needed to locate “entry point” people with Level 3 

qualifications (i.e. those with A levels or vocational equivalents), but whom had not (yet) 

participated in higher education and might never do so.  There are many such equivalent 

qualifications and many have changed their names over the years.  Dealing with the 

qualifications was rather confusing at different stages of the research.  In speaking to our 

gatekeepers, we had to draw up a short list of the most common qualifications to assist 

them in identifying people who might be suitable.  Drawing up such a list was a 

challenge in its own right.  Often when speaking to potential participants on the 

telephone, they were unclear about the exact title of their qualification and certainly 
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unclear about how it might now fit into the levels of the National Qualifications 

Framework.   

 

We planned to conduct an initial interview with approximately 32 people with Level 3 

qualifications and follow up with 16 of them, interviewing members of their “networks of 

intimacy” (i.e. close family and friends).  We wanted both men and women, all over 21 

years of age, from a range of different life stages, ages, employment statuses, 

occupations, geographical locations, social classes, lengths of time since Level 3 

qualifications gained, and ethnic backgrounds. 

 

Sampling principles 

The principle we have followed is that of purposeful, principled sampling (Patton 2002).  

Purposeful sampling aims to illustrate diversity and is about making sure the sample is 

selected according to certain principles, for example, selecting representatives of 

different age groups and ethnic groups.  The researchers’ aim in this type of sampling is 

to gain a deeper understanding of the cases in the research, leading to the development 

of an explanatory, conceptual framework.  

 

In our study, we have particularly focused on the principle of maximum variation 

(heterogeneity) suggested by Patton (2002, pp.234-5), that is we identified diverse 

characteristics, in advance of the sampling process, which we wanted in our sample.  

These characteristics related to diversity in life-stage, gender, age, employment status, 

geographical location, ethnicity and time since qualification obtained.  We had one 

central criterion for selection, possession of a Level 3 qualification as the highest level of 

qualification.   

 

This type of purposeful, principled sample should yield two types of findings: 

(1) high-quality, detailed descriptions of each case, which are useful for 
documenting uniquenesses, and (2) important shared patterns that cut across 
cases and derive their significance from having emerged out of heterogeneity 
(Patton 2002, p.235) 

 

It may be useful to clarify, by mentioning contrasting sampling strategies, which ones we 

have not used.  We have not used theoretical sampling which would have involved 

sampling decisions made on the basis of developing analytical understandings as the 
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study progressed (Coyne 1997, p.628).  For example, Finch and Mason (1993) used a 

theoretical sampling approach in their study on family relationships.  In the study, they 

modified their sampling strategy, on the basis of two “stock-taking” exercises in order to 

progressively focus on concepts of interest.  Watts and Bridges (2006) used a similar 

progressive focusing strategy down to their 15 “key witnesses” for their study of non-

participation in higher education (pp.271-2).   

 

We have not used snowball sampling where research participants identify further 

participants.  This can lead to sample limitations of representation in terms of ethnic, 

class and organizational diversity.   

 
Nor have we used probability sampling, commonly used in quantitative studies, where:  

 
a number of cases are chosen by a random chance procedure from a general 
population that ideally includes all the possible elements of interest.  The number 
randomly chosen is large enough so there is a high probability that the 
characteristics of the sample mirror those of the whole population within a small 
margin of error.  This reliable mirroring mean that the sample is deemed to be 
representative – one can generalise from the sample to the whole population in 
that any relationships observed in the sample should also exist in the whole 
population (Miller 2000, p.77-78). 
 

 

This type of sampling which is statistically representative is impossible anyway, even if it 

were desirable, with a hidden/inexact population such as ours.  It is not desirable in the 

case of our study in that our main interest is in exploration of the range and nature of 

views, experiences and behaviours of the study participants, rather than the extent to 

which they occur in the population of interest. 

 

Sampling strategies 

As explained in Heath and Johnston (2006), we planned to contact recently qualified 

potential participants through Further Education Colleges and local training providers, 

several of whom we had contacted during Stage One of the project where we 

interviewed key informants.   We planned to contact those who had gained their 

qualifications in the more distant past through employers and community groups.   

 

We followed this plan, establishing contact with many organisations, in some cases (e.g. 

the community groups) contacting people “cold”, but in many cases contacting names 
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within groups and organisations suggested to us by our previous contacts who often, in 

turn, suggested more appropriate people for us to contact within their organisation or 

indeed further new contacts.  In many cases long chains of contacts were built up.  We 

contacted people within local community groups in both Hampshire and the Isle of Wight, 

employers, Trades’ Unions branches, Chambers of Commerce, the Workers Education 

Association, local authority bodies and so on.   

 

In our study, we tried to gain access through a variety of mechanisms – project contacts 

who identified potential participants and invited them to participate on our behalf, 

personal contacts, requests for volunteers, through (e)mail shots to various groups, 

announcements in various newsletters and cards in shop windows.  Weston (1991) 

emphasised that it is important to access a sample through a variety of methods, and not 

just use volunteers, for example, as that can bias the sample towards “joiners”.  

Inevitably, however, there is a strand of voluntarism in our recruitment given that we 

could not ethically “require” people to participate. 

 

Of the thirteen entry-point individuals that we have managed to recruit and whom have 

gone on to head up networks, three came through large employer contacts, one through 

a mail out to a range of small employers in one sector, two through mail-outs from further 

education colleges to former students, one through various trade union email-outs, one 

through a personal contact from the project, three through mail-outs to people who had 

participated in different community groups, one through a careers advisory service mail-

out and one is unknown.  Of the other entry-point individuals whom we are probably not 

taking forward to networks, four come from unknown contacts, two from further 

education college mail-outs, one from a careers advisory service, two from community 

group mail-outs and one from a “snowball” contact given to us by a previous entry-point 

person.  We have concluded that there is no one overwhelmingly fruitful avenue for 

recruitment of participants to our project.   

 

When individuals contacted us, expressing an interest in participating in our project, we 

would ask them some “filter” questions to establish whether they were indeed suitable to 

participate or not.  Many were not.  Currently (27 August 2007), we have “filtered” 44 

individuals of whom we have gone on to interview 24.  Eight of the volunteers that we 

filtered were “unsuitable” for inclusion in the study in that they had Level 4 qualifications.  
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Three had Level 2 qualifications.  Two decided they did not want to participate when 

they heard more about our project at the filtering stage.  Two were currently studying for 

Level 4 qualifications.  One lived in Kent, outside our geographical area.  One dropped 

out after initially agreeing to an interview.  One was currently applying to higher 

education.  We decided one person was too similar to other members of our sample to 

include in the study.  Decisions about suitability were made by a core group of four 

research team members – the two directors and the two researchers.   

 

Periodically we reviewed the balance of our sample, identifying areas where we were 

short of participants and investing extra energy in recruiting from those areas.  For 

example, we identified that we did not have many volunteers from rural areas or from 

ethnic minorities.  In the first case, we decided to place cards asking for volunteers in 

many small shops throughout Hampshire, contacted village websites and put 

announcements on the websites or in paper versions of local newsletters.  In the second 

case, we placed similar cards in shops in areas of high ethnic minority concentration, 

made a radio announcement on a local community radio station, and tried to contact 

relevant community groups.  We tried to use local contacts likely to have contacts in 

local ethnic minority groups.  The effort invested in recruiting rural volunteers was 

relatively successful and has produced four contacts.  However, our attempts to attract 

interest from ethnic minorities were far less successful.   

 

From the 23 entry point individuals, we have so far managed to “open up” 13 networks.  

Of the ones which we were not able to take forward, four were unable to get their friends 

and family to agree to interviews, one was unable to continue (although initially 

enthusiastic) because of unspecified major family problems, one turned out to be 

studying for a Level Four qualification during the course of the interview and one had 

friends and family in Eastern Europe who were unable to speak English.  We also have 

three people with whom we can potentially take forward to networks, but we are rather 

undecided whether to do so as these people are in their 60s and we are debating 

whether we should include people who would be too old to make a contribution to the 

economy, in the sense that it is usually understood, by the time they had finished higher 

education should they decide to enter.   
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Conducting the network interviews has been rewarding, but also problematic in some 

respects.  Usually, our entry-point individuals have acted as gatekeepers and asked their 

friends and family members if they are willing to participate.  If the network person is 

willing to participate, the entry point person passes the contact details on to us and we 

set up the interviews.  Some entry point people seem to find it easier to get their network 

members to participate than others.  This may be because some are more persuasive 

than others or that some networks are generally more amenable to speaking to outsiders 

than others.  We had planned to speak to up to five members or each network.  

However, some networks offered to us have been larger and some smaller.  The range 

has been from two people to fourteen with an average of between six and seven people 

per network.  The size of the networks that we interview apparently has little to do with 

the size of the networks of intimacy that our entry point people have or the quality of 

those relationships.  Some clearly have large close families and may have many friends 

but these family members and friends are sometimes unwilling to speak to us.  In some 

cases, the entry-point individuals have been unwilling even to ask some family members 

or friends to participate, apparently assuming that that person would not agree. 

 

Another point of interest is that in some cases, a family is clearly split by a rift, the origin 

of which is often unclear to us, and we have been unable to speak to family members 

who may have been key influences on the entry point person at particular points.  We 

had considered the difficulties of interviewing those who were hostile to one another.  

The difficulties have been discussed in the literature (e.g. Bell 1977; Ribbens McCarthy 

2003; Shopes 1996).  However, in the event that was not a problem in that our entry-

point people did not arrange for us to speak to people who were likely to be hostile to 

them, although often we knew who these people were in that they appeared in the family 

descriptions.  In our second network interviews, yet to happen, we are going to try to 

probe the entry-point people for the influence of those people.  In other cases, people 

who have been key network influences on the entry point person may be unavailable 

because of infirmity or death. 

 

We had planned to include both “rich” supportive networks and “thin” unsupportive 

networks.  We have not really encountered “thin” networks in that sense, although we did 

encounter one during piloting and are currently trying to get a network started where it 

appears that the entry-point person does not have a large supportive network.  As we 
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have been upfront when recruiting participants, for ethical reasons, about the 

involvement of family in friends in our initial information about the project, those without 

many family or friends may have self-selected out of volunteering for our project.   

 

Sometimes, even if the network person has agreed to speak to us, they may 

subsequently have been difficult to contact.  They may be out often.  They may postpone 

setting up interviews either because of being busy or because they are not very 

interested in participating in the first place.  At times, serious life events such as illness, 

death, difficult house moves or happier events such as weddings and so on may 

intervene. 

 

Sample profile 

See Appendix 1 p.23-26. for a detailed breakdown of our sample to date (27 August 

2007).  In terms of entry-point people who have gone on to head up networks, we have 

almost equal numbers of male and female entry point interviews to date, although in the 

network interviews we have interviewed more females.  In most networks, our entry-point 

people tend to nominate more females which may indicate that they tend to be closer to 

females and/or that females are more likely to agree to be interviewed.  The only 

network where there is a majority of males is a network led by a male, but we have two 

other male networks where only females have agreed to be interviewed.  Some males 

have refused to be interviewed, either when the entry-point person has spoken to them 

about participation or when we have contacted them afterwards. 

 

We have discussed whether having two female researchers in charge of sample 

recruitment may have affected the male-female balance of those recruited.  In letters 

sent out and cards and posters displayed asking for volunteers, the names for the 

potential volunteers to contact were female which may have discourages some males 

from responding. 

 

We have a good range of ages, life stages and generations in our sample, both in the 

entry-point and network interviews.  We have two young networks interviewees who are 

still at school and at the other end of the range we have six people over 65 years old. 
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In terms of employment status, most our interviewees are in full-time employment.  

However, we have two entry-point interviewees who are not in paid work and one who 

works part-time.  In the wider networks, we have a good range of people who are in part-

time employment, self-employed, not in paid work, retired or are full-time students.     

 

In terms of geographical location, we have five entry-point people from Southampton, 

the largest urban area in Hampshire and the Isle of Wight.  One is from Portsmouth.  

Five are from the Isle of Wight or other areas in Hampshire which tend to represent more 

isolated locations.  In the wider networks, we have 16 people who come from other 

areas of the UK.   

 

In terms of ethnic background, our sample is predominantly “White British”.  Again, the 

two white British females’ names on letters, cards and posters may have influenced 

responses here.   

 

In our entry-point group, three people have disabilities while in the wider network 20 

people do.  In many cases, disabilities run through family groups.  We have encountered 

a wide range of disabilities including physical disabilities, mental health problems, 

learning difficulties and long-term health problems. 

 

In terms of highest qualifications, all of our entry-point interviewees have Level 3 

qualifications or trade apprenticeships.  In the wider sample, many network interviewees 

also have Level 3 qualifications or trade apprenticeships.  However, the largest group 

has Level 4 qualifications or above, while many have Level 2 qualifications or below.   

This reflects qualification levels in the general population according to the analysis of 

Labour Force Survey data (2005-06) (Staetsky 2006) 

 

Although we have not yet done any formal analysis of social class, we are aware that we 

have interviewed people from both wealthy and poor backgrounds and various stages in 

between and from a wide variety of occupations and educational backgrounds. 

 

In terms of potential entry-point participants whom we have not (yet) taken forward to a 

network, the majority are female.  Five of the ten people are aged between 21 and 25.  

Most are employed full-time and most are White British.  Most live in Hampshire, outside 
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the major cities.  Most do not have disabilities.  Two have trade apprenticeships.  They 

range across the different life stages. 

 

Implications of our sampling strategy 

Contacting people by these various means was hugely complex, time consuming and 

frequently frustrating.  In order to persuade any one gate-keeper to actually contact 

people on our behalf, we often had to make multiple telephone calls and email contacts.  

Our research project was understandably not at the top of any one else’s list of priorities 

and indeed we are grateful to people for making the time in busy schedules to help us at 

all.  However, when our efforts were multiplied over many contacts, it required 

considerable time and organisation to keep abreast of how and how far each line of 

enquiry had progressed.  Frequently, individual efforts at contact would not be 

productive in that none of the potential volunteers contacted by our contacts actually 

volunteered or if they did they were unsuitable in one way or another.    

 

Certain groups are probably harder to reach than others for research such as ours.  We 

have found it difficult to recruit members of ethnic minorities.  This is disappointing in that 

such groups may have very different attitudes to educational decision-making in terms 

of, for example, the role of the family in decision-making.  It would have been useful to 

be able to highlight such differences, although we could never have done so 

comprehensively.  We have found it somewhat easier to recruit women than men, 

especially for the network interviews.  Women may find the prospect of being 

“interviewed” less threatening than men.  Greater female willingness to participate does 

reflect some other studies on participation (e.g. David et al. 2003), although not all (e.g. 

David et al. 1997).  There may be other groups that we are unaware of that we have not 

contacted.  However, we are pleased that our sample has reached a diverse range of 

people in terms of life-stage, age, employment status, and geographical location.     

 

The difficulties we have faced in locating our sample members reflects the challenges 

faced by higher education institutions and others trying to implement the widening 

participation agenda. 
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Researching networks 

In our previous working paper on methodology (Heath and Johnston 2006; Johnston 

2007), we outlined various methodological challenges involved in researching networks.  

The challenges discussed relate to investigating decision making as a collective process 

in networks of intimacy and intergenerational relations and influences.  It is necessary to 

consider both horizontal (various forms of dependency and interaction across the 

network) and vertical (cohort and family generational aspects) aspects of the networks.  

These aspects will be dynamically related.  In addition to these aspects, the network 

which is active and influential now will not necessarily have been so over the life-time of 

the person being interviewed.  As well as the micro-level influences of and on the 

immediate network, it is necessary also to factor in meso-level influences such as 

institutions and macro-level policy and socio-economic factors. 

 

Ontological and epistemological (and ethical) issues underpin these challenges and 

imbue all levels of the investigation: broad investigative approach and conceptualisation, 

data collection; and data analysis.  Issues of ontology and epistemology are especially 

prominent in investigation of networks for three reasons.  Firstly, there is a need to 

interpret and represent multiple accounts within any one network of intimacy, accounts 

which may be potentially conflicting or at least told from a different perspective.  

Secondly, researchers need to interview and interact with several members of one 

network and who will, themselves, inevitably be responding to their perceptions of the 

‘stories’ presented by the other people they have talked to in the network.  Thirdly, there 

is the difficulty of investigating a complex decision making process, ongoing probably 

over many years.   

 

We will now discuss how these challenges are playing out in our investigation at both the 

interview and initial analysis stages.    

 

Interviewing 

We had to consider at a practical level how best to explore network functioning in our 

interviews with members of each network and what analytical sense we would make of 

multiple and quite possibly conflicting accounts and perspectives, especially as relates to 

decision-making.  As explained in our previous working paper (Heath and Johnston 

2006),  
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We are certainly not seeking to solicit accounts of career and educational 
decision-making from our entry point individuals in order to then somehow seek 
to confirm their validity (or otherwise) through the triangulation of accounts across 
the network as a whole.  Ontologically, we are sceptical of a realistic position that 
would regard interview data as corresponding to some notion of objective truth; 
rather, albeit to varying degrees across the research team, we regard these 
accounts as narrative constructions (p.10).  
 

The issue of network interactions and “influence” of network members on the entry-point 

person was especially perplexing.  We discussed the extent to which we want to ask 

direct questions about influence and about others in the network and how far to rely on 

individual accounts in order to probe the general habitus of the entry-point person and to 

draw conclusions on the strength of that.  On the one hand, understanding how the 

network interacted with the entry-point person was critical for our study, but on the other 

we had some concerns regarding the manner in which we should investigate this 

interaction.  We were, for instance, concerned with the need to ensure confidentiality 

within the research process and also to maximise the possibility that our various contacts 

would be prepared to participate in the research in the first place: some of the individuals 

with whom we piloted materials expressed some anxiety about involving family and 

friends in our research.  We were also uncertain about how much useful data, direct 

questions about influence would generate.  Are people always aware of influences on 

them?  How far can they articulate these?  These concerns have remained as tensions 

throughout the fieldwork and one to which we have returned on various occasions. 

 

In the event, for the first interviews with the entry-point people we opted for a reasonably 

brief interview where we asked for basic educational and employment information as 

well as some information about the family and a description of the network members it 

might be useful and possible for us to interview.  For the interviews with network 

members, we decided to generate a series of individual narratives from each of the 

network members in relation to their own educational and employment decision-making, 

and to then sit the narratives alongside each other within each network.  In addition, we 

probed to some extent for mentions of influence on or from other people.  For the 

second interview with the entry-point person, we opted for a longer interview where we 

probed extensively for issues of influence as well as more detailed narrative information 

about educational, employment and network history.   
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Terminology has been an issue of concern at different stages.  We have been 

concerned that we do not position the entry-point people negatively in terms of their non-

participation in higher education and have been concerned to acknowledge throughout 

that there are many valid life paths which do not require entry into higher education.  

Therefore, we designed initial communication with our participants as well as the 

questions in the subsequent interview schedules around “educational and employment 

decision-making” rather than “non-participation” which we hoped was more neutral.  

Initially, we started off talking about “career decision-making, but swiftly found that this 

was problematic in that “career” implies a steady progress upwards in a particular 

occupations whereas many people we spoke to viewed their job as something else (e.g. 

perhaps just a means of realising basic subsistence, perhaps a series of disconnected 

jobs).   

 

Concerns about terminology merge into concerns about the substance of what we were 

asking about in interviews.  “Decision-making” itself is problematic if people have not 

made any active decisions about education, for example.  They may feel ill-equipped to 

answer our questions if we assume that they will have made active decisions about 

particular activities.  Our questions related to education and employment.  If the person 

we were interviewing, for one reason or another, had not engaged in education beyond 

compulsory level (and perhaps not engaged fully at that stage) and had not been 

employed, they might feel rather adrift in speaking about their education and 

employment.   

 

We had initially planned to conduct both interviews with the entry point person before 

carrying out the network interviews, but decided to carry out the interviews with the 

network members before the second interview with the entry-point person is order to go 

into that interview with a stronger sense of the values, working and world-view of 

network members.  See Appendix 2   Data Flow Plan, p.26 for a description of how the 

interviewing process worked.  We also thought it would be useful to introduce a 

longitudinal element into the contact with the entry-point individuals in order to tap into 

any developments in their lives.   

 

We did not interview members of networks as a group (although in a few cases our 

participants preferred to have a family member or friend present at the interview, 
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presumably for reasons of physical or psychological security).  Family or group 

interviews have been used to advantage by other researchers (e.g. Pugsley 1998; 

Rosenthal 1998; Shopes 1996; Weeks et al. 2001) in order to probe group dynamics and 

family psychology as well as probing and reawakening memories.  However, apart from 

the practical difficulties in terms of arranging for all relevant persons to be present at one 

interview, group interviews may also mean that individuals within the group may withhold 

information that they would divulge in an individual interview.  Each individual is likely to 

have less time overall to speak than in an individual interview.  Therefore, we opted for 

individual interviews.   

 

We decided to use semi-structured interviews rather than more open life-history 

interviews where we would ask very few questions (along the lines described by 

Antikainen et al. 1996; Thompson 1997; and Wengraf 2001).  There were specific issues 

we wished to focus on and a certain level of factual detail we needed so we used a 

flexible, semi-structured interview schedule which tried to ensure that we addressed 

particular areas, but allowed the participants to speak at length about particular issues of 

importance to them.  In many cases, the interviewer would ask the first one or two 

questions on the schedule and the person being interviewed would elaborate extensively 

on those questions and in the course of highlighting issues which seemed important to 

them would answer several other questions relating to other parts of the interview 

schedule.  Each interview, therefore, had its own focus, patterns and particular questions 

according to the experiences of the participants.  In one or two cases, where the 

interviewee was rather taciturn, it was useful to have interview schedule so that it could 

provide a logical structure, even if one imposed externally.  The first set of interviews 

with our entry-point participants tended to last for an hour or less.  The network 

interviews tended to last for longer – typically around an hour and a half - as there was a 

more extensive set of questions.  We anticipate the second interviews with the entry-

point people being rather longer than the first interview. 5    

 

The interviews were set up to take place at a time and place convenient for the 

participants.  Very often this was in the home of the participant, although in some cases 

they preferred to be interviewed at work.  In the case of three employees, this meant that 

                                         
5
 Copies of the interview schedules can be obtained from the authors. 
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they could have time away from their work for the interview according to an agreement 

with their employer.  In some cases where the participant had responded to a public call 

(e.g. a card in a shop window), they (and we) were nervous about meeting in a private 

location, although this was never specifically said upfront (as it rather hard to say to 

someone you are being polite to that you have to consider them as a potential security 

threat) and we met in an alternative public location.  In most cases, where we had been 

referred to the interviewee by a known contact, we felt reasonably secure about meeting 

in private homes, although we still had a checking-in process after each interview with 

another member of the research team or a family member as a security precaution.  We 

were mindful of the importance of location as expressed in the literature (e.g. Shopes 

1996, p.237) in terms of the participants’ comfort, relaxation and clues we could gain 

about the interviewees from their homes.  We are also aware of the problems that can 

be associated with lack of privacy in such locations (Wengraf 2001, p.43).   

 

After each interview, the interviewer typed up a set of notes summarising the main points 

arising from it as well as basic factual information on matters such as age, life-stage, and 

ethnicity in order to provide rapid access for other team members to the interviews and 

development of a network and to provide an easily accessible summary record of the 

interview for certain stages of the analysis.  The recordings were transcribed.     

 

The two interviewers for the initial entry-point interviews were both female and white.  

The network interviews were also carried out by the wider research team which included 

both men and women.  This seemed to work well in terms of interaction with participants, 

although it might, for example, have been advantageous to have male interviewers for 

some entry–point interviews, especially for example for those in traditional male working 

environments.  Responsibility for the interviews in each network was given to a pair of 

interviewers.  In dividing up the interviews, care was taken within each pair to try to 

match up the interviewer where possible with interviewees where they were most likely 

to be able to build up rapport.  The literature discusses frequently the impact that the 

interviewer can have on interactions within the interview and the nature of the data 

obtained (e.g. Antikainen et al. 1996; Archer and Hutchings 2000; Corden and Sainsbury 

2005). 
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Generating individual narrative accounts has generated rich stories as regards many of 

the micro, meso and macro levels we are interested in.  In the following section, we 

discuss some of the methodological implications of initial analyses arising out of our 

data. 

 

Initial analyses 

In this section, we discuss how we have set about doing our initial analyses.  Our 

previous working papers on methodology (Heath and Johnston 2006; Johnston 2007) 

discussed the various challenges we envisaged in doing such analyses.  In the current 

paper, we will focus on how we have addressed these challenges so far. 

 

Paradoxically, as discussed in the previous working papers on methodology, there are 

many theories (e.g. concepts of social and cultural capital, structuralist models, human 

capital theories) and fields of study (e.g. family studies, social mobility research, 

community studies) on which we can draw.  Our working papers which review the 

theoretical literature on “choice” and “educational decision-making” (Paton 2007a, 

2007b) also feed into this process.  However, there are few studies which provide a 

direct model for analyzing group interactions which provide clear models which we could 

follow.  Most existing analyses, apart from some family studies, rely on the voice of one 

individual within a group to explore the workings of a network or only interview limited 

numbers of members of a network or use survey approaches (Johnston 2007).  We 

have, therefore, had to be innovative in how we have proceeded with our analyses.   

 

As outlined in the previous working papers, and addressed in the theories and field of 

study mentioned above, there is a broad swathe of issues which are relevant in analysis 

of network interactions.  There is the broad question of how far decision-making and 

actions are the result of structural factors and how far the result of individual agency.  

The relevant factors operate at different levels.  There are macro-level social, political 

and economic dimensions; meso-level factors such as those of the impact of schools 

and colleges; and micro-level factors operating at the level of individual families and 

people and their interactions.  Material resources and their allocation and functioning at 

all these levels as well as cultural factors such as values need to be considered.  In 

addition, there is a temporal dimension.  Historical economic, social, political and familial 

factors have to be considered.  As well as developing an understanding of the general 
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milieu or habitus in which a person is functioning, we should also understand how micro-

level decision-making interactions and processes are actually happening.  This is a 

challenging array of issues to address in carrying out data analysis.  We have to decide 

which issues are important for us to focus on, which are possible for us to address and 

whether these answers will vary across the different analyses that we do. 

 

So how have we proceeded so far?  In her analysis of Lorraine Smith’s network, Heath 

(2007) has drawn heavily on life course concepts and models as described by Giele and 

Elder (1998).  This highlights four aspects in particular: 

• Location in time and space which is concerned with historical,  generational and 

geographical positioning; 

• Linked lives which is concerned with social integration, ties to and interactions 

with others at cultural, institutional, social, psychological and sociobiological 

levels; 

• Human agency which is concerned with individual goal orientation and active 

decision-making 

• Timing of lives which is concerned with how and when a person undertakes 

actions and responds and adapts to events. 

(Giele and Elder, p.8-11) 

Life course models arise out of historical demography, the sociology of aging, life history 

and the psychology of developmental stages as well as panel studies and longitudinal 

surveys (pp.13-22).   

 

In Lorraine’s network, the location in time and space concept has enabled Heath (2007) 

to highlight the significance of cohort generations for the various network members 

through the relationship between educational decision-making and the educational policy 

environment of the time.  So the 1944 Education Act, comprehensivisation, the O 

level/CSE divide and the introduction of GCSEs come into play to underlie the 

positioning and decisions of the various members as they left school.  The linked lives 

aspect has enabled Heath to focus on the impact of social and cultural expectations and 

their relationship to individual dispositions, attitudes, behaviours and practices.  She 

describes the discourse of “struggle” rather than natural gifts and intelligence in 

relationship to education within the family.  In terms of human agency and the timing of 

lives, Heath focuses on the notion of traditional, standardised and choice biographies 
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(Beck 1992, Giddens 1991) and suggests that not only for the older members of the 

network, but also for one of the younger generation who had attended higher education 

a standardised, traditional life biography is emerging.  This challenges the suggestion 

that we are moving towards choice biographies and even the criticisms in the literature 

(Du Bois-Reymond 1998) that these choice biographies will tend to belong only to well-

educated graduate elites.  They may, in fact, belong only to sections of the graduate 

elite.   

 

In their analysis of the cases of the networks of Jamil Masuka and Joanna Sharpe, Fuller 

and Paton (2007) have drawn on notions of standardised and choice biographies (Beck 

1992; Giddens 1991) and “hot and “cold” knowledge (Ball and Vincent 1998) as well as 

standpoint concepts (Ribbens McCarthy et al 2003) to highlight the embeddedness of 

attitudes, perceptions of opportunities and aspirations within families.  This has enabled 

them to challenge the adequacy of the notion of “barriers” as a explanation for non-

participation in higher education.  They illustrate the complexity and long-term nature of 

social influences which affect the likelihood of someone entering higher education or not.  

Somewhat paradoxically, they find that the choice biographies experienced by the 

younger generation in Jamil Masuka’s family enable them to choose to react against the 

advice and wishes of the parents and not to enter higher education as other factors in 

the habitus (the nature of the local job market, lack of ‘hot’ knowledge about higher 

education, geographical isolation) influence them.  In Joanna Sharpe’s network, the 

members come from a family and school background where the opportunity structure did 

not consider higher education as an option and where leaving education at 16 was 

common in order to enter work.  The network members, all from a similar cohort 

generational position, geographical location and social class, embarked on standardised 

biographies for people from such a background.  They usually embarked on local college 

training and entered employment and often undertook more extensive training/education 

later on where family and peer support was important in order to sustain them through 

challenges to their educational confidence.  At this point, more options have opened up, 

more awareness of different opportunities available.  However, even then opportunities 

are gendered and classed.   

 

Fuller and Paton (2007) find that standpoints, defined as “concrete, materially grounded 

or shared experiences, social defined group identities, or collectively articulated political 
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viewpoints” (Henwood et al. 1998, p.7 cited in Ribbens McCarthy et al. 2003, p.4) have a 

strong relevance for understanding Joanne Sharpe’s conceptions of options open to her.  

Among other implications, she perceived that further training or education have to be 

postponed as she focuses on her primary role of caring for her children.  The other 

mothers in the network share similar “standpoint” concerns.  

 

In general, many of the vertical aspects we talked about earlier (cohort and family 

generational aspects at macro, meso and micro levels) have fallen easily out of the 

accounts people have given us.  Existing concepts have proved a rich source for 

interpreting our cases.  We still have to do the analysis (and in the case of the second 

entry-point interviews to gather the data) to work out how effectively and in which ways 

we can comment on horizontal interactions (various forms of dependency and 

interaction) within the network.  For example, how are decisions affected by the 

allocation and prioritization of material resources at national public level and micro 

familial and individual level (Ahier and Moore 1999; Bertaux and Thompson 1997; Miller 

2000)?  What are the processes of negotiation (Finch and Mason 1993)? 

 

Conclusions 

In this paper, we have sought to make transparent how our methodology has moved 

forward since we have been collecting data.  We are very much at an intermediate stage 

both in terms of data collection (in that we are still setting up and collecting data from 

networks and have just started on the second entry-point interviews) and also data 

analysis (in that we have just started doing case studies).  However, even at this stage, 

we are able to offer provisional analyses which extend and challenge existing conceptual 

frameworks and understandings in the field of participation and non-participation in 

higher education. 
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Appendix 1  Sample Profile 

Characteristics of our network sample (so far) 27 August 2007 
 
 

  Entry Point 
interviewees 

Network 
interviewees 

Gender Male 6 23 
 Female  7 41 
Age Up to and including 16 0 2 
 17-20 0 2 
 21-25 2 10 
 26-30 0 3 
 31-35 3 8 
 36-40 0 3 
 41-45 1 5 
 46-50 3 5 
 51-55 3 7 
 56-60 1 6 
 61-65 0 3 
 Over 65 0 6 
Lifestage With own parents and without 

children 
2 8 

 Independent of parents and 
without children 

1 8 

 With children where youngest 
child is up to age 10 

3 16 

 With children where youngest 
child is 11 or more 

5 12 

 Children are grown up and have 
left home 

2 18 

Employment  Full-time 10 26 
status Part-time 1 14 
 Self-employed 0 4 
 Not in paid work 2 6 
 Retired 0 8 
 Full-time student 0 3 
Geographical  Southampton 5 10 
Location Portsmouth 1 7 
 Isle of Wight 5 22 
 Other Hampshire 2 8 
 Other 0 16 
Disability Yes 3 21 
 No 10 39 
Highest  Level 0 0 5 
qualification Level 1 0 7 
 Level 2 0 7 
 Level 3 10 18 
 Trade apprenticeship 3 6 



 

  Entry Point 
interviewees 

Network 
interviewees 

 Level 4+ 0 20 
Ethnicity White British 12 63 
 Other 1 2 
 

Characteristics of those interviewed as potential entry-points to a network, but not 
subsequently taken forward (27 August 2007) 

 
  Entry Point 

interviewees 
Gender Male 3 
 Female  7 
Age Up to and including 16 0 
 17-20 0 
 21-25 5 
 26-30 0 
 31-35 0 
 36-40 1 
 41-45 1 
 46-50 0 
 51-55 0 
 56-60 1 
 61-65 2 
 Over 65 0 
Lifestage With own parents and without 

children 
2 

 Independent of parents and 
without children 

2 

 With children where youngest 
child is up to age 10 

2 

 With children where youngest 
child is 11 or more 

1 

 Children are grown up and have 
left home 

3 

Employment 
status 

Full-time 8 

 Part-time 1 
 Self-employed 0 
 Not in paid work 0 
 Retired 1 
 Full-time student 0 
Geographical  Southampton 2 
location Portsmouth 1 
 Isle of Wight 0 
 Other Hampshire 7 
 Other 0 
Disability Yes 1 
 No 9 



 

Highest  Level 0 0 
qualification Level 1 0 
 Level 2 0 
 Level 3 7 
 Trade apprenticeship 2 
 Level 4+ 1 
Ethnicity White British 9 
 Other 1 

 



 

 

Appendix 2   Data Flow Plan 

 
 

Filter questions 
Basic questions about employment, qualifications, 

partner/dependents, age, location, gender to enable us to 
select suitable participants for the 32 group 

 
Recontact suitable people as quickly as possible.   

(Recontact even people who are not suitable as a matter of 
courtesy) 

  

 

���� 
 

  

Selection of suitable participants for the main 
study 

We work out a diverse sample according to our principles of 
selection.  We will need 32 people approximately. 

 
 

Analysis of large 
scale data sets 
Informs our sample 

selection (e.g. this may 
have drawn the existence 
of particular groups to our 

notice – but we are not 
attempting to mirror the 

Level 3 population) 
 

���� 
 

  

First interview 
Interview on biographical (especially education and career) 

and household information as ice-breaker – based on 
schedule developed by Sue and Alison 

 
Purposes of this interview: 

• To provide information about the 32 people to enable 
us to select for our main sample of 16 

• To generate interest and develop relationships with 
the people in the group of 32 

• To provide preliminary data (mainly qualitative, but 
with some supplementary quantitative data) for our 

study 
 

Ask if participant would be willing for us to contact members of 
their network.  Talk through who they might be to get a feel for 
what this network would offer (circles diagram).  Remember to 
also probe for people who are influential in a “negative” sense 

e.g. those who the entry point person might have rebelled 
against, poor role models.  We should also probe for 

intergenerational contacts.  Network contacts should be with 
teenagers or older. 

. 
We anticipate that some entry point people may not have as 
many as 6 influential network members and that we wouldn’t 
like to dismiss them in our case studies as we are looking for 

‘rich’ examples of the positive and negative influence of 

 
 
 
  

 



 

networks of intimacy on decision-making, which in some cases 
may be a network of only two of three people. 

 
 

These interviews to be undertaken by the core team 
 

Initial interview to be followed up as soon as possible if the 
person is suitable.  

(Recontact people even if they are not suitable as a matter of 
courtesy) 

 

���� 
 

  

Initial analysis of first interviews and selection 
for suitability for continuation to other 

interviews 
Criteria for selection: 

1. Our life stage, age, employment, location variables 
2. Accessibility of network 
3. Access to different kinds of network (extravert and 

introvert, large and small, negative as well as positive 
influencers) 

  

 

���� 
 

  

Recontact 16 people (as soon as possible) and 
arrange to contact network people 

(Probably we will have to contact more than 16 as there is 
likely to be some drop-out) 

Contacting network members is likely to be somewhat 
complex.  The entry point people may wish to check up with 
the network people first that they are willing to be contacted. 

 
 ���� 

Network interviews 
Ask network members 
about: 
1. own career and 
decision-making 
processes (osmosis 
focus) 
2. influence they might 
have had on entry point 
person (exploration of 
active influence) 
3. why they think that 
main entry point person 
made the educational and 
career decision they did 
post Level 3 qualification.  
(This is NOT a checking 
up process, but an 
attempt to elicit different 
perspectives, different 
knowledge) 
 
Possible strategies to 
bear in mind are the 
possibility of: 

• sending entry point 
people with recorders 
to interview relatives 
and friends (this is 
likely to be useful in the 



 

case of difficult-to-
interview people such 
as elderly parents – 
could send them with 
specific questions to 
ask e.g. What can you 
remember about XX?) 

• interviewing small 
groups of people in 
order to try to access 
power dynamics and 
so on 

   ����  
Second interview 

Follow up on issues arising out of first interview 
Follow up on issues arising out of network interviews (e.g. 
network worldview(s), aspirations, offering opportunities for 

entry point people to talk about particular issues that may have 
been raised in the network interviews, but no direct probes 

because of confidentiality concerns) 
Follow up on themes suggested by proposal, methodological 

review (further work to be done here) 
Ask who has influenced network person and how? 

  

 
 


