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The use of the jfiurst person in academic writing: objectivity, language and
gatekeeping
Researchers have expenenced difficulties m having papers which are based on
qualitative research accepted for publication because the papers have been
wntten in the first person Arguments are presented to show why the use of the
neutral, anonymous third person is deceptive when apphed to quantitative
research because it obhterates the social elements of the research process With
regard to research m the quahtative, cntical and femmist paradigms, it is further
argued that the use of the first person is required in keepmg v«th the
epistemologies of the research and in the pursuit of reflexivity Links are made
between these arguments and the process of reviev«ng for academic joumals
Conclusions are drawn m favour of the use of the first person, where this is
appropnate to the mode of research reported and where an author is giving a
personal judgement amved at on the basis of reasonable evidence In keepmg
with this position, this paper is wntten m the first person

INTRODUCTION to show that, m such instances, nof to use the first person is
decephve and biased It is therefore appropnate that this

This paper anses from recent expenences of papers being . ir .. . i /• L
'^;, . , , ' ^ pp t a i / t i i g paper is itself wntten m the first person

rejected by refereed joumals because they were wntten m
the first person, despite the fact that one of the joumals had
previously pubbshed arhdes wntten in the first person WHAT IS THE PROBLEM?
Research students also express great concem that their
theses will be judged adversely by extemal examiners if Nursmg is a relahvely young academic disciplme Like
they are wntten m the third person These expenences, other disaphnes which have attempted to estabbsh resped
together with frustration caused by the shlted way m and credibibty, such as psychology and soaology, nursmg
whidi some students wnte essays m their attempts to use a has sought to do this by lmitatmg longer-established
neutral, third person format, prompted me to explore the disaplmes and m particular the tradihonal or physical
use of language m academic wnting My aim is to raise the saences
issue for debate amongst wnters, students and publishers In an attempt to encourage the use of theorehcal,
so that we can wnte and publish m styles which are literature-based arguments and evidence rather than anec-
appropnate to the matenal that we are discussmg dotes m their work, students on diploma and degree

A hindamental pomt to be raised in this paper is the fact courses have been taught to wnte usu^ the third person
that it IS acceptable to wnte m the first person when giving When mexpertly used, this format leads to excruaatingly
a p^sonal opimon or when one has played a crucial role m tortuous sentences about what 'the wnter' and 'the author'
shapmg the data or ideas presorted Indeed, I shall attempt think An emphasis on the need to back statements with
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evidenee often leads to a seemmg belief that it ts not per-
missible to give a personal opinion Thus, wnhng is often
so liberally interspersed with referenees relahng to the
most mundane, obvious and meontroverhble pomts Ihat
the pieee is depnved of 'flow' and is extremely difficult to
read

Evidence that this style is not always a reqiurement of
aeademie or theoreheal wnting ean be gamed by examin-
ing respectable, refereed joumals in other disaphnes, for
example the Joumal of Medical Ethics and Soaology of Health
and Illness

I am certainly not argumg for a retum to an anecdotal,
non-research-based mode of tbnking and wntmg m nurs-
ing The third-person style is appropnate when refemng to
a generally accepted bcxiy of knowledge or tbnking, and
when reviewmg a subjeet m the light of the available evi-
denee However, m our progress as a disaplme 'from
noviee to expert' (Benner 1982), I hope we can gam more
eonfidenee m usmg a vanety of wntmg styles and choosing
one that is appropnate to a parhcular context This paper is
an attempt to provide theoretical arguments to justify
these ehoiees and make a smaU eontnbution to the
matunng of nursmg as a disaplme

THE ROLE OF LANGUAGE IN THINKING

It IS a eommonplaee m pblosophy and psyehology that
language and tbnkmg are related in deep and eomplex
ways Words are not simply labels that are neutrally
attached to objects to allow us to descnbe them These
word-labels represent a dassifieation system based on our
ways of thinking about the objeets eoneemed (Bntton
1975), and the worels m their tum mfluence the way we think
about reality Thus, for example, when we taUc about natural
foods or natural childbirth this reflects a behef that 'natural'
equals 'good' When tbs is extended to discussion of
'natural levels of radiahon' we are dearly mtencied to carry
over this nohon of goodness — or at least lack of harm —
to radiahon levels from nudear mstaUations, or whatever is
the issue of concem There can be no doubt, then, that
thinkmg and language are mextncably mtertwined and
mutually remforemg (Spender 1980)

The same argument ean be apphed to the ideas I am
eoneemed with in this paper The notion of objechvity m
research is conveyed by the use of the tbrd person m
acadenuc wnhng, in statements such as I t is thought
rather than'I think ' and'Data were coUected 'mstead
of 'I coUected ciata ' Using this form of language con-
veys, and IS intended to convey, an impression that the
ideas bemg discussed have a neutral, value-free, unpartial
basis Its umversal use m academic wntmg is not justified

unless the matenal being presented is m fact underpinned
by these quahhes I hope to demonstrate that tbs is rarely,
if ever, the case

ObjecHvity

The traditional, posihvist view of saence is succmctly
charactenzed by Chalmers (1982) as follows

Saenee is based on what we ean see and hear and toueh, ete
Personal opinion or preferenees and speculative lmagmmgs
have no plaee m saenee Saenee is obieetive

This objectivity is represented m traditional saentific
wnhng by the use of the tbrd person Thus a study is set
up, hypotheses are denved, data are eolleeted, statistieal
tests are applied, statistieally sigmfieant findmgs may be
found, and eondusions and reeommendahons are stated
All tbs IS presented as if the saentist(s) who camed out the
work had no mvolvement m the process and

knowledge is treated as something outside rather than mside
the mmds or brains of individuals

(Chahners 1982)

In reality, of course, 'doing saence' is a highly soaal
enterpnse and saenhsts' personal behefs and values enter
the process tboughout The subjects they choose to study
will depend on their previous personal studies and reading,
and the hypotheses or research questions wiU represent
their own ideas on the subject The methods of data eoUee-
hon and the ways the data are analysed are also the result
of numerous personal deasions taken by the partieular
researehers, and their own pereephons wiU eondihon the
mterpretahons they make (de Groot 1988)

If anycme ever had any doubts that tbs is the case m
traditional saentifie researeh, a reading of aeeounts of the
diseovery of DNA wiU r^icUy disabuse them of the idea
that 'the saenhfic methexf is a hygiemc pre>cess mvolvmg
certam pre-ordamed stages leadmg to a final product
Accounts by Watson and Cnck themselves are enough to
show that conduehng traditional saenhfie mveshgahons
mvolves se>aal elements such as dnnkmg m pubs and play-
mg tenms, and discussicms with other workers m related
fields, as weU as nvalry with other workers and a desperate
personal quest to be the first to make a discovery (Watson
1969) More cnhcal foUowers of the discovery of DNA,
however, portray an even more 'sooalized' version, with the
ground4>reakmg work by other saenhsts — parhcularly
R(}salind Frankhn — bemg obhterated from the 'straight'
versions (Rosser 1989)
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Knowledge

As Smith (1987) states, 'knowledge is a social accomplish-
ment' The use of devices such as 'anonymity, impersonality,
detachment, impartiality, and objectivity itself gives the
impression that scientific knowledge is somethmg 'out
there', over and above us, able to eonhol and dommate us,
and unamenable to our eontrol 'CaneeUing out the aetual
aet of knowmg', for Stanley (1990), results in

abenated knowledge, a produet apparently eomplete, beanng
no apparent traee of the conditions of its produchon and the
soaal relations that gave nse to this

This canceUing out is important because hadihonal science
IS based on the idea that its theones and explanations
denve from what aetually exists 'out there' and ean be
observed To omit from aeeounts of domg seienee eertcun
bghly influential aspeds of what has gone on 'out there' m
the process of generatmg the knowledge seems to mho-
duce a form of the very bias wbich the posihvishc approach
eschews so shongly m its empbasis on repbeabibty

The faets never 'speak for themselves' (Berger & Luekman
1979) They are only 'faets' when seen agamst the baek-
grotmd of a particular tbeorehcal framework or from a
particular perspedive In research it would be more appro-
pnate to speak of the selechon rather than the eoUeetion of
data, beeause the type of data and how they are used are
matters of personal choice on the part of researchers The
word 'findings', implying that it is almost due to chance
that certain informahon has come to hght, misrepresents a
deliberate searcb for certam data as agamst otbers New
knowledge is constructed rather than 'found'

Wntmg m the tbrd person is therefore a form of decep-
hon m wbch the thinking of saenhsts does not appear, and
they are obliterated as active agents m the construchon of
knowledge Lmguishc devices sueh as these are part of the
eonvenhons of traditional posihvism even although they
are not eonsistent with its soeial practice When other
approaches are considered, the use of the tbrd person in
academic wntmg is an even greater conhadiction

QUALITATIVE RESEARCH

Interpretahve or qualitative research is conduded within
an enhrely different paraciigm from haditional, posihvist,
cjuantitative researdi (Kuhn 1970) According to Fay (1975),

An interprehve scxnal saenee is one wbeh attempts to
uneover the sense of a given aehon, praehee or eonshtuhve
meaning, it does tbs by diseovenng the mtenhons and desires
<rf parheuiar aetors, by uneovcnng the set of rules whieh give

pomt to these sets of rules or praetiees, and by eluadahng the
basie eoneeptual seheme whieh orders expenenee

These meanmgs, shared assumptions, defimtions and eon-
eeptions are identified and understood by means of
verstehen, or a proeess of empatbzmg witb those bemg
studied, and usmg one's 'soaologieal imagination' (Wnght
MiUs 1959) to mterpret the aetion

The mterpretative researeh proeess is even more overtly
soeial than the haditional one Researehers may use parha-
pant observahon or m-depth interviewing over an extended
penod of hme m order to get to know the researeh context
from the 'inside' AU forms of research mvolve social mter-
achon but with interpretahve approaches researchers wiU
mevitably mvest and divulge much of 'themselves' m their
researeh Just as others respond to us in personal ways m
any soeial eneounter, so m a researeh eneotmter they make
judgements about researebers' baekgrounds, mohves,
mtentions, beliefs and preferences and respond as tbey
judge appropnate These proeesses of mutual verstehen on
the part of researehers and researehed are part and pareel of
the researeh emd eannot be ignored

If the mteraetions took plaee differently, mterpretations
and responses of both researchers and researched would be
different, and acknowledging and accotmtmg for tbese
mterpersonal aspeets within the researeh is a fundamental
requirement Robertson & Boyle (1984) emphasize tbat
meanmg is widely aeeepted as 'eontext dependent' and that
'reality is knowable m an infinite number of ways', therefore
'many equaUy vabd desenptions are possible'

Rigour

Tbs bnngs us to questions of ngour m qualitative researeb
for, if many different descnptions of a research context are
possible, how are aU these vanous versions to be evaluated?
Some v«iters have attempted to modify the eartnons of
ngour used m quanhtahve research for use with quabtative
methcxis, aimmg to demonshate that the two approaches
are equaUy 'saentific' Others have rejected tbs approach
as mappropnate because, if mterpretahve research rep-
resents a different paradigm, there is no logieal requirement
for it to eonform to the rules and proeedta-es of a different
(positivist) paradigm (Sandelowski 1986)

Replicability, or the possibibty of repeahng a piece of
researeh and reaehing the ongmal eondusions, is a valued
aspeet of quanhtative researeb Repbeabibty depends upon
bemg able to demonstrate the validity and rehability of the
metbods and instruments used With qualitahve research
vabdity and rebabibty carmot be defined and evaluated m
the same way because Hie metbods used are so different
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Vanous terms have been proposed to describe altema-
hve approaches to estabhshmg ngour m quahtahve
research 'Credibihty' has been suggested by Guba &
Lincohi (1981) as a cntenon of ngour They define a study
as credible

when it presents sueh faithful desenphons or mterpretahons
of a human expenenee that the people having that expenenee
would immediately reeognize it as their own

Demonstratmg eredibihty depends on viewing quah-
tative researehers 'as subjeets m their own studies' and
'dehberately focnismg on how the researciier mflueneed
and was influenced by a subject' (Guba & Lmcohi 1981)
'Auchtabihty' is an aspect of demonstratmg credibihty

A study and its fmdmgs are auditable when another researeher
ean dearly foUow the 'deasion trail' used by the mvestigator
m the study In addihon, another researeher eould amve at the
same or eomparable but not eonhadietory eonelusions given
the researeher's data, perspeetive and situation

(Guba & Lineob 1981)

In order that other researchers can follow the deasion trail,
the development of events m the study must be presented
so that their logic may be underste>od, and the onginal
researeher must desenbe and justify preasely what was
done and how tbs was aeeomphshed

Dependability

'Dependabihty' is the tenm used by HaU & Stevens (1991)
to encompass these processes of estabhsbng that quali-
tahve research is crechble, consistent and true to the con-
text studied Another descnphve term is 'reflexivity',
which recjinres researchers to reflect contmuously tbough-
out the research on thar achons, respondents' reachons to
them, how they are coUectmg data, what they are observ-
mg and heanng, and how they are making mterpretahons
These reflechons must be wntten up as part of the research
report for, unless they are available to readers, it wiU not be
possible to evaluate the research

Swanson-Kauffinan (1986) used a reflexive approach as
part of a 'combined quahtahve methodology' m a study of
women's expenences of miscarriage Ste reprarts the study
'm the first person, m keepmg with the nature of my study'
She beheves that

Trymg to put a ciesenphon of Hus reahty mto the tradihcHial
thard perscm researdi reportii^ style would not cmiy be
awkward but also untrue to the pln^osofitKd pmnise apon
whidi the study was eondueteci

HaU & Stevens (1991) also caU for a 'strongly reflexive
approach' wbch avoids the 'objectivistic stance and
anonymous, mvisible voice' Sandelowski (1986) similarly
believes that

the typieal language used m quanhtahve reportmg, the
neutral passive voiee, is intended to eonvey the distanee
between researeher and subjeet

Tbs IS inappropnate m reporting quahtahve researeh
beeause of its valuahon of subjeetivity rather than
objeehvity and beeause it requires

engagement with rather than detaehment from the things to
be known m the interests of truth

(Sandelowski 1986)

These arguments demonstrate that it is not only
aeeeptable but mdeed essential for wntmg about quali-
tative researeh to use an aetive, first-person form or lan-
guage To do IS mconsistent with the epistemology of the
approach and conshtutes a form of myshficahon in which
the social elements of the research encounter are bdden
from scrutmy, preventmg readers from evaluating the
adequacy of the research

A C T I O N R E S E A R C H A N D F E M I N I S T
R E S E A R C H

Achon research and femmist research may both employ a
vanety of approaches to data coUechon, mdudmg quali-
tahve methods When qualitahve methods are used withm
any sueh researeh perspeetive it is appropnate to wnte
reports m the first person However, withm both aehon
research and feminist research there are further reasons for
the use of the first person

Achon research anses from the cntical paradigm associ-
ated with soaal saentists such as Habermas (1979)
Thompson (1987) descnbes cnhcal scholarship as

a way of seemg, thmkmg, and speaking about the soaal world
that has broken, irrevocably, with eonvenhcmal fomis of sehol-
arship m nursmg Cntieal sehola»hip is defined here as a
pattem of thought and artion that ehalienges mshtuhondized
power relations or relahons of dcHninahon m the soaal reahty
of nursmg

Witbn the cntical paradigm, action research mvolves a
relahonsbp between researchers and those they study
wbch IS different from that m both the quaihtahve and
qualitahve paradigms A fimdamental pnnaple of achon
research is that researchers become achvely mvolved with
those m the research setting, who then become partiapants
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and collaborators in the research Together, researchers and
parhapants study the research sethng, idenhfy aspeds they
wish to change, work together to implement and momtor
the changes, and leam from each other m the process (Webb
1991) Thus power relahonships are completely changed
from control by researchers to co-operatton among all
parttctpants

It seems self-evtdent that tn actton research the soctal
aspects of carrymg out research whtch were discussed
earher are even more saltent What happens withm the
research will be strongly influenced by the personal mvest-
ment which researchers make m the projed Their contn-
bution will t>e umque, and events would inevitably tum out
differently if other researchers had taken part m the projed
This bemg the case, the deception involved m wnhng up
such a research report m the distanced third person would
be enormous

Action researchers are obliged as part of the research to
descnbe and evaluate their own personal contnbutions to
the research, and should do so openly usmg the first per-
son Habermas (1979) states that language funchons to
reproduce relations of domination Action research is
designed to work towards eliminahng domination, and so
to report it m the third person would be mconsistent with
its philosophical underpinmngs and would serve to con-
tmue the donrunahon of those researched by their
researchers

Many of the same arguments apply m the case of fem-
mist research, which is also cntical in the sense of queshon-
ing previously taken-for-granted defimhons, assumphons
and power relations In Hall & Stevens' formulahon,
feminist research has three features and these are

First, research questions reflect the concems of particular
groups of women Secondly, feminist inquiry is done for
the purpose of finding answers for women Thirdly, m
femimst inquiry, the researcher's history, assumptions,
motives, interests and interpretahons are exphatly scruhnized
m the process of study The objecti vishc stance and the anony-
mous, invisible voice of authonty are avoided in favour of a
strongly reHexive approach to mquiry

(Hall & Stevens 1991)

From the arguments presented m favour of the use of the
first-person mode of wnhng m quahtative research and
achon research, it follows without question that this
language style is also mandatory when reporting femmist
research (Smith 1987)

GATEKEEPING

Similar arguments relate to the process of selection of
papers for pubhcation m refereed joumals Expenence

shows that papers appropnately wntten m the first person
are likely to be rejected automahcally by some reviewers,
who adhere to the cannons of a tradihonal scienhfic mode
of reporting Just as researchers m tradihonal, mterpreta-
hve, cntical and femimst paradigms all "Yacve an achve role
m shapmg a disaplme' (Spender 1981), so do editors and
referees of academic joumals

Academic pubhshmg is a highly competitive arena, not
only t>ecause wnters are eager to have their researdi and
ideas dtssemtnated wtdely amongst their peers but also
because, mcreasmgly, academic 'productivity' is measured
by the number of pubhcahons achieved in refereed joumals

Editors and referees have the power to control what is
pubhshed, or to exercise what has been called a 'gatekeep-
mg' funchon Spender, who is herself a joumal editor,
accepts that

because we recognise that the pnnted work has an aura of
authonty, particularly m the academic context, and because
we recogruse that issues can be formulated and shaped
through the process of selectmg what gets printed and what
does not, we (editors] are in a position to use what we know

(Spender 1981)

She also points out that preservation of the anonymity of
reviewers and authors should not be confused with objec-
hvity m the reviewing process Reviewers, like cdl human
adors indudmg researchers, as already discussed, have
their own personal beliefs, values and intellectual back-
grounds which mevitably influence their preferences for
what IS pubhshed and what is rejected The serendipitous
nature of refereemg is illustrated by many academics'
expenences of having a paper rejected by one joumal but
then accepted unchanged by another In some cases this
must inevitably reflect the editonal pohcy of the journal,
with the editor choosing reviewers who will or wtU not hke
any parttcular paper (Spender 1981)

In other words, just as there can be such a thmg as
objechvtty as it is commonly understood in research, so
there can be no objectivtty tn the reviewing process

C O N C L U S I O N

In thts pap)er I have argued that the use of the thtrd person
as a linguistic device to convey an impression of objec-
hvity tn the research process ts mconsistent with the
imderlymg philosphies of interpretative, action and fem-
imst research Use of the first person is essenhal to counter-
act the notion that researchers do influence, exerase
choices, and make deastons about the diredions of their
research and the condusions they draw Establishing ngour
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m these paradigms depends upon a reflexive stance, m
wbch researchers discuss honestly and fuUy what these
mfluenees, choices and deasions were, and how and why
certam options were taken

I bave also attempted to show that the nohon of objec-
hvity m posihvishc research is not enhrely unproblematic
Tbs IS also the case with the refereemg process m academic
pubbshmg

The use of the third person m students' wntmg is a
related issue As teachers m a relahvely immature acackmic
disaplme, we have attempted to encourage stucknts to
eschew an aneedotal approach m favour of reasoned argu-
ments backed up by theorehcal or researdi-based evidence
Unfortunately, tbs often seems to lead students, wbo are
themselves insecure m their bnguistic sblls, to use a stilted
and tortuous form of expression which dehacts from the
meamng of their work

As we aU grow and mature as academics and researchers,
we should be able to have greater confidence m expressing
ourselves and in givmg a reasoned opmion that is
grounded m firm evidence It is perfectly justifiable and
appropnate to do this m the first person, and once again it
wotJd be decepttve to disguise such a personal evaluation
of evidenee by usmg the apparently neuhal and objeetive
third-person form

In keepmg with these arguments and foUowmg an
examinahon of wntmg styles m aeademie joumals m other
disaplmes, I have wntten tbs paper m the first person This
seems consistent with my stance and with recommen-
dahons that honesty m academic and research wnhngs
requires an acknowledgement of authors' personal
eontnbutions to tbeir woric
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