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Reflections on doing insider research on institutional racism  

Andrew Pilkington 

School teachers and college lecturers are often keen to do research but are hard pressed to find the 

time. The most feasible place to research is of course ones own institution. In this article, I reflect on 

some research I undertook in my own institution. I argue that on balance insider research has more 

ad a tages tha  disad a tages a d that it s o th ha i g a t .  

There is not a hard and fast distinction between occupying an insider status and an outsider status as 

a esea he . What is o e o e is al ead  i deli l  g ou ded i  a pa ti ula  outside  ki d of status; 
that of being an individual who enters a social setting not simply to engage it like other participants 

ight, ut to a al se a d do u e t so ethi g a out if fo  audie es ofte  fa  e o ed f o  it  
(Young, 2004: 200-201). Nonetheless there is something distinctive about researching ones own 

institution. For in research projects of this kind, the analysis a d do u e tatio  is u de taken by 

people who, before they begin to research, already have an attachment to, or involvement with, the 

i stitutio s…i  hi h thei  i estigatio s a e ased  (Sikes & Potts, 2008a: 3). Such projects can be 

considered examples of insider research and my study of Midshire University clearly is an example 

(Pilkington, 2011). 

Insider research has traditionally been associated with anthropologists and sociologists who adopt 

a  eth og aphi  app oa h. Eth og aph  e tails i te si e fieldwork involving participant 

o se atio  Ale a de , : . It is o du ted o -site and the ethnographer is, as much as 

possible, a subjective participant in the lives of those under study, as well as an objective observer of 

those li es  Fli k, 2007:15).  The fieldwork on-site normally takes place over an extended period and 

is o e ed ith aptu i g a d e-p ese ti g the su je ts  o  u de sta di g of thei  o ld  
Ale a de , : . It e tails th ee ai  fo s of data olle tio : o servation, interviewing and 

a hi al esea h  Fli k, : . The esea h o  Midshi e U i e sit  adopted su h a oadl  
ethnographic approach, but with two main differences. Firstly, the research did not entail a focus on 

Others, an aspect of ethnographi  esea h that has ee  iti ised as o eu isti  at est a d pa t of 
a process of neo- olo ial o t ol at o st  Ale a de , : . “e o dl , the esea h did ot 
e tail goi g i to the field si e I as al ead  esta lished  i  the field the i st itution) that I wished 

to investigate (Sikes & Potts, 2008a: 6). 

The advantages of insider research I side  esea h has so e t e e dous p a ti al ad a tages  

(Smyth and Holian, 2008: 37- . These a e ell su ed up  “ikes a d Potts:  I side  esea hers 

readily know the language of those being studied along with its particular jargon and meanings, are 

more likely to empathise with those they study because of in-depth understanding of them, are less 

likely to foster distrust and hostility amongst those they study, are often more willing to discuss 

private knowledge with those who are part of their world, are often more likely to understand the 

e e ts u de  i estigatio  a d a e less likel  to e affli ted  outside s  a oga e he e 
researchers fail to u de sta d hat the  o se e  “ikes a d Potts, : .  

As a  i side  esea he , I as i  a  ad a tageous positio  i  egotiati g a ess  e ause I as 
fa ilia  ith the ultu al, o ga isatio al a d politi al te ai  La ia, : . I  so e  ways, 

being white was an advantage given the focus of this research on institutional racism. In an 

o ga isatio  do i ated  hite people, he e the hite/ ajo it  esea he  is assu ed to 



o u  ith the do i a t ethos of a  i stitutio , the hite i side  esea he  is o e likel  to e 
p i  to the so ts of data hi h a  othe ise e o ealed  ‘ad liffe, : . Like Potts , 
my anticipation that I would face few problems of access was borne out in practice. This was not 

least because of my positionality in the institution. I have been an academic at the university for 

over 25 years, am well known across the institution and have held positions which entail teaching, 

research and (senior) management responsibilities.  The Vice Chancellor (VC) gave permission to me 

to conduct the research and the equal opportunities working group (EOWG) welcomed my offer to 

investigate the perceptions of different groups on the prevalence of racism in the university since it 

recognised that we just did not know how serious participants believed it to be. 

Tensions in insider research While insider research has tremendous advantages, there are some 

i he e t te sio s et ee  the ole of esea he  a d o ga isatio al ole…that the esea he  
occupies as an organisatio al e e  “ th & Holia , : . I fou d t o to e pa ti ula l  
important:  working relationships and ethical issues. My concern with the former led me to change 

my original plans. Although I did conduct interviews with three senior staff (2 Heads of School and 

the Director of Widening Participation), I planned initially to conduct interviews with the Vice 

Chancellor and Pro Vice Chancellors and other senior staff including the Director of Human 

Resources. I chose in the end not to do this for two reasons. Firstly, I thought this might potentially 

damage the working relationships that I had with these staff and, secondly, my privileged access 

meant that I heard their views at meetings and in passing conversations. I considered it not worth 

taking the risk of damaging working relationships since the likely benefits were not worth this cost. 

As o e ite  has put it,   ou a t just u -hea  it  D akes & Heath, :  a d I ealised that 
in a formal interview all I was likely to hear was the uni e sit s pu li  fa e.  

My second concern related to ethical issues which are writ large in insider research. I started this 

research at a time when I did not have to submit my proposal for ethical approval.  While, as noted 

a o e, I gai ed the VC s pe ission to do the research and received approval from the EOWG, I 

neither publicised what I was doing as a researcher nor for a long time made serious efforts to 

i flue e poli . I a ted to e as u o t usi e as possi le a d eeded the oope atio  of as any 

groups as possible, and not offend or neglect or become identified with any particular one in order 

to maximise my chances of gaining full co-ope atio  Potts, : .  While a fe  e e s of 
staff (especially from minority ethnic communities) and some students knew where my sympathies 

la , I did ot eall  eak o e  till  he  I took a ke  ole i  de elopi g the i stitutio s a e 
equality policy. Even then, however, I did not publicise widely the fact that I was conducting research 

in this area. This meant that I was effectively doing covert participant observation. This was arguably 

unethical, since it entailed writing up informal conversations and analysing institutional documents, 

some of which were not in the public domain. I pretended initially that these activities stemmed 

from the original mandate that I had been given by the VC and EOWG and that in this sense all 

participants had given their informed consent. Eventually, I faced up the moral dilemma, which I 

articulated as one between loyalty and justice, my responsibilities to my senior colleagues versus my 

responsibilities to other colleagues. I thus justified the use of covert methods in terms of the ends 

justifying the means. Aware that the findings do not always present the univers ity in the most 

desirable light, I have taken steps to anonymise the university in my book, but I am aware that it 

would not be difficult to break my cover.  



Some of the tensions identified as potentially significant in insider research did not seem to me to be 

e  e ide t. T o ite s ha e a gued that adopti g a dista ed app oa h a , i  so e ases, e 
i i i al to doi g o es jo  i  the a  i  hi h o e has ee  hi ed to do it  “ikes & Potts, a: , 
while another two have pointed to the difficulty of ai tai i g o je ti it , gi e … p e ious a d 
p ese t lose o ta t ith the i stitutio  a d… olleagues  “ th & Holia , : . It see s to 
me that the contrasts between the job that I have been hired to do and being a researcher are 

overdrawn in the above, albeit heavily qualified, quotations. I am a sociologist who considers 

verstehen to be integral to the discipline. Verstehen in turn entails some detachment in order to 

understand how different individuals and groups see the world. Over the course  of my career, I have 

moved from being an academic to a senior manager and back again, and at times have held cross 

institutional roles which have entailed liaising with groups across the institution. This experience has 

entailed a level of detachment and reinforced my awareness that different individuals and groups 

perceive things in markedly different ways.  What is more, managing an audit and major institutional 

review effectively entailed not believing ones own spin but carefully assessing the evidence.  

Objectivity is an ideal that we strive for but may not attain, but there is nothing inherent in insider 

research that in my view presents a unique threat to objectivity. As a sociologist, I am concerned 

with maintaining a critical distance so that evidence can be weighed and this feature is characteristic 

in the effective fulfilment of much of the work that I have been engaged to do such as investigations 

of grievances. And such critical distance is also crucial to insider research.  

There are of course practical difficulties in being both a practitioner and researcher. While I did not 

fi d the o e e t f o  o e ide tit  to a othe  pa ti ula l  p o le ati , a agi g ti e  as 
sometimes difficult (Drake & Heath, 2008: 138). Being a senior member of staff was very helpful in 

facilitating access, but there were periods when the research had to take a back seat to the day job. 

The research subsequently took much longer than envisaged and indeed took 8 years from start to 

finish. 

Grounded theory Prior to the start of my data gathering I had not formulated any specific 

hypotheses which I was seeking to test. Instead I intended to search for patterns in the 

systematically collected data, formulate hypotheses on the basis of the data and in this way produce 

a g ou ded theo . I e og ised that I did ot of ou se sta t f o  a positio  of ta ula asa. M  
questions determined the nature of the data which I collected and analysed and I clearly already had 

some hunches as to what I was likely to find. Nonetheless, I tried as much as possible to ensure that 

my theoretical conclusions did flow from the data and at the very least were consistent with it. It is 

in this sense that I tried to produce a grounded theory. And there were indeed some surprises. 

Initially I was sceptical as to whether the concept of institutional racism had any analytic utility. It 

seemed me to gloss over critical distinctions (Pilkington, 2003). My journey led me, however, to 

e og ise the o e hel i g hite ess of a ade ia. The Pa ekh epo t s ide tification of 

components of institutional racism proved useful here (Parekh, 2000). Using data from my case 

study university I was able empirically to establish remarkable continuities in racial disadvantage in 

higher education and an extraordinary reluctance to take effective action to redress the situation. At 

the same time, I was able to identify the causal processes involved in the generation of changes.  

Neutrality or commitment? I cannot pretend to be neutral when it comes to racial disadvantage and 

ethnic diversity, and indeed have a longstanding academic and community involvement in the area, 

which has been underpinned by deeply held ethical beliefs.  In principle I agree with those who 



argue that esea h should e o itted to alues  a d that e ha e i po ta t ethi al 
responsibilities to those being researched- researching with the  Ash oft et al, : . It has to 
be admitted, however, that in practice research is often committed to some  values and not others, 

and that research is with some but on others. Thus in this thesis, I have done research with (some) 

colleagues from minority ethnic backgrounds but done research on senior White staff. And I have 

defended my lack of transparency with senior colleagues in terms of a commitment to social justice. 

A commitment to particular values does not gainsay the significance of empirical research and the 

importance of conducting such research in a rigorous way. In stressing the critical nature of 

systematic research, I may seem to be at odds with the stress in much of the recent literature which 

e joi s us to e plo e the o se ue es of ou  o  su je ti it : to a ept that k o ledge is so iall  
situated and to take responsibility for our own positio  i  elatio  to those a out ho  e ite  
Ja kso , : . I deed, fo  so e ite s, efle i e auto iog aphi al a ou ts  a e i alua le ot 

least e ause the  e a le us ette  to assess the alidit , elia ilit  a d ge e alisa ilit  
of...particula  esea h  Walfo d, : . Mu h of this e phasis o  the eed fo  efle i it  I a ept 
and the outpouring of work describing the realities of research a useful corrective to the rather 

anodyne technicist view found in some textbooks. Research is not merely a technical activity, but is 

also a social activity with ethical implications. And our positionality and biases do make a difference 

to the process and outcome of research.  

In the light of these points, it is indeed critical for researchers to be re flexive. Having said this, I am 

sceptical of the value of autobiographical accounts (however interesting they may be intrinsically) in 

helping us to judge the value of particular research. Subjectivity cannot be avoided, but there is a 

danger in wallowing in subjectivity. We need instead, as Ball (1990) has argued, to engage in 

dis ipli ed su je ti it . The de ate a o g so iologists of edu atio  a out the ole s hools pla  i  
reproducing racial inequality is revealing here (Pilkington, 1999). Those who are characterised as  

ethodologi al pu ists  see the pu pose of esea h as the p odu tio  of k o ledge ele a t to 
public debates, not the eradication of inequality, while those who adopt a partisan position see the 

purpose of research as that of documenting what is going on in order to challenge injustices. And yet 

despite fundamental disagreement about the purpose of research, and a continuing debate about 

the role of schooling in educational inequality, both are in fact opposed to falsifying data and 

suppressing unhelpful findings and both recognise the need for assessment of factual claims in terms 

of logical consistency and empirical adequacy (Blair, 1998; Gillborn, 1998). At the end of the day 

these remain the fundamental principles in terms of which research, including insider research, 

needs to be conducted and evaluated. Hence it is that I have used a variety of methods to validate 

statements and interpretations. Sometimes this has meant rejecting claims by staff and students 

that they have been subject to racism, while at other times this has meant finding corroborating 

evidence.  

Case study research Finally, the question arises as to what claim to knowledge is being made in my 

book. I have tried to make a circumscribed claim to knowledge on a topic which is under-researched 

and acknowledged by key policy makers to be significant. The claim to knowledge ultimately rests on 

the t ust o thi ess  of  a ou t - the appropriateness of data collection and analysis, 

interpretation of analytical statements and reporting of the research (Bassey, 1999:75). The claim to 

knowledge is, however, circumscribed because I adopted a case study approach on a particular 

institution and my findings are not necessarily generalisable to other institutions. I have, like many 



edu atio al esea he s, studied a si gula it . This is ot to i pl  eje tio  of ge e alisatio  as a 
o th hile a itio  fo  the stud  of si gula ities  Basse , : . I deed I hope to ha e 

produced findings which are relatable to other contexts and in this way produced what Bassey 

:  alls fuzz  ge e alisatio s  ie ualified ge e al state e ts. While the lai  to k o ledge 
rests on the trustworthiness of the account and its relatability to other contexts, the significance of 

this research lies in the fact that it focuses on an under-researched area central to racial equality. I 

hope i  this a  to ha e ade a odest o t i utio  to edu atio al esea h fo  so ial justi e  
(Griffiths, 1998). 

Bibliography 

Ale a de , C.  I t odu tio : Mappi g the Issues , Ethnic and Racial Studies, Vol.29, No.3. 

Ashcroft, K., Bigger, S. & Coates, D. (1996) Researching into Equal opportunities in Colleges and 

Universities, London, Kogan Page. 

Ball, S. (1990) Politics and Policy Making in Education, London, Routledge. 

Bassey, M. (1999) Case Study Research in Educational Settings, Buckingham, Open University Press. 

Blai , M.  The M th of Neut alit  i  Edu atio al esea h  i  P. Co oll  a d B. T o a eds  
Researching Racism in Education, Buckingham, Open University Press. 

D ake, P. & Heath, L.  I side  ‘esea h i  “ hool a d U i e sities: The Case of the 
P ofessio al Do to ate  i  P. “ikes a d A. Potts eds  Researching Education from the Inside, London, 

Routledge. 

Gill o , D.  ‘a ism and the Politics of Qualitative Research: Learning from Controversy and 

C iti ue  in P. Connolly and B. Troyna (eds) Researching Racism in Education, Buckingham, Open 

University Press. 

Griffiths, M. (1998) Educational Research for Social Justice, Buckingham, Open University Press. 

Ja kso , P.  ‘a e a d ‘a is  i  D. Bu to  ed  Research Training for Social Scientists, London, 

Sage. 

La ia, J.  ‘efle tio s o  Doi g Edu atio al ‘esea h i  a Post-Colo ial “etti g  i  M. ‘eiss, ‘ 
DePalma & E. Atkinson (eds) Marginality and Difference in Education and Beyond, Stoke on Trent, 

Trentham Books. 

Parekh, B. (2000) The Future of Multi-Ethnic Britain, London, Profile Books. 

Pilki gto , A.  ‘a is  i  “ hools a d Eth i  Diffe e tials i  Edu atio al A hie e e t , British 

Journal of Sociology of Education, Vol. 20, No. 3 

Pilkington, A. (2003) Racial Disadvantage and Ethnic Diversity in Britain, Basingstoke, Palgrave. 

Pilkington, A (2011) Institutional Racism in the Academy, Stoke on Trent, Trentham books 



Potts, A.  ‘esea hi g A ade i  “taff: The Case of Colleges a d U i e sities  i  P. “ikes a d A. 
Potts (eds) Researching Education from the Inside, London, Routledge. 

‘ad liffe, P.  “o iolog , the “tate a d “o ial Cha ge: Theo eti al Co side atio s  i  P. 
Radcliffe (ed) Race, Ethnicity and Social Change, Basingstoke, Palgrave. 

“ikes, P. & Potts, A. a  I t odu tio  i  P. “ikes a d A. Potts eds  Researching Education from 

the Inside, London, Routledge. 

Sikes, P. & Potts, A. (2008  Closi g Thoughts  i  P. “ikes a d A. Potts eds  Researching Education 

from the Inside, London, Routledge. 

“ th, A. & Holia , ‘.  C edi ilit  Issues i  ‘esea h f o  Withi  O ga isatio s  i  P. “ikes 
and A. Potts (eds) Researching Education from the Inside, London, Routledge. 

Walford, G (1991) (ed) Doing Educational Research, London, Routledge 

You g, A.  E pe ie es of Eth og aphi  I te ie i g A out ‘a e: The I side a d Outside of It  
in M. Bulmer and J. Solomos (eds) Researching race and Racism, London, Routledge. 


