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Editorial
Kate Moles

Mobile methods, and in particular walking methodologies, are
increasingly adopted by researchers wishing to engage with ideas
of place and identity. Walking is a fundamental practice in our
social lives, and it has also been a common method adopted in
much anthropological and, increasingly, sociological fieldwork
(Lee and Ingold, 2006). Such approaches are underpinned by
the notion that, through walking with participants, the land-
scape also becomes active in the conversation. The rthythm of
the walk offers engagements and disengagements, a mass of
encounters, diversions and disruptions. The motion, commo-
tion and distractions are productive in the sharing of intimate
narratives, as conversations meander at the pace of the walk,
leading to unhurried sharing of narratives. These research en-
counters are ‘rooted’ in the everyday, yet the walks open up
avenues for the exploration of memories and imagined futures.
The bodily experience of walking means that the rhythms of the
walk, of the movement, permeate the encounter, shaping the
way the research interaction occurs. Conversation ebbs and
flows, and pauses are filled with the movement and the distrac-
tions that appear; topics rise and fall, attention shifts and wanes
as the temporal and spatial stretches out in front and behind.
The five articles comprising this issue pay attention to the co-
ingredience of walking, talking, and landscape in various ways
and describe the different forms that such methodological walks
may take.

Walking in research might be with participants who would be
walking anyway — as with the ramblers Ronander accompanies
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in her article, or it might be a way of getting people to think
about the places you walk through with them, as in the articles
by Inwood and Adey and Stevenson. For Halfacree and
McGuinness, walking is discussed as a particular way to be in a
place; the movement through, the route taken, leading to an
appreciation of the interaction between the walker and the land-
scape. These different ways of incorporating walking and walk-
ers into research offer alternate ways of uncovering how people
come to know place, how places are constructed through the
practice of walking, and how walking allows us to appreciate
places in a different way to, for example, reflecting on it from
afar, or perhaps driving or cycling through it.

The articles in this issue of Qualitative Researcher temind us that
walking means different things depending on who you walk
with, why you are walking, and where you are going. For
Ronander, walking is a social activity, an activity through which
you made friends or acquaintances, and as an activity which
prompted interaction in some cases. For Inwood, the people he
walked with made the places through which they walk signifi-
cant, an observation emphasised by participants sense of being
‘out of place’ or feeling uneasy as they moved through the loca-
tions that was particularly salient. Halfacree reflects on how
walking with his infant son Andrei, and the material artefact of
the pram, made him engage with the places he walked through
in a different manner than before. Without the necessity to ‘go’
somewhere with his walk, these journeys took on alternative
meaning, a way of engaging differently with the places he
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moved through and thus producing dif-
ferent encounters. For McGuinness, the
walks of the young people who were
part of his research had a particular des-
tination — school — and so it was through
different ways of moving towards that
destination that formed the basis of his
paper. The different sensory engagement
with places, and the level of description
walkers highlight the way in which the
different ways we move through places
relate to the ways we experience, re-
member, imagine, and relate to them.

Engaging with walking as method and
practice, Ronander looks into organised
walking practices and how these consti-
tute particular social settings. The paper
considers how meaning is attached to
the act of walking, and interrogates this
in relation to the adoption of it as a
method. Through this reflective engage-
ment with her participant’s practice and
her own engagement with them through
a method reliant on walking, she thinks
about the material and imaginary places
they move into. For Inwood, it is the
dislocating potential of walking that

makes it a potent method. By walking
around a university campus, the ‘roving
focus group’ allows the researcher to
engage with the reactions of the partici-
pants as and where they happen; allow-
ing the relationship between identity and
place to be felt in all its disconcerting
force. This paper interrogates this artifi-
cial distinction between method and
practice, and looks at how the act of
walking around with the focus group
allowed the researcher to engage with
the immediacy of the spatial encounters.

Adey and Stevenson shift their focus to
two subjects that are not often involved
in walking methods; very young children
and their microgeographies of the home.
By embarking on tours around the home
with these young children, the research-
ers were able to uncover spatial and tem-
poral patterns that would have remained
opaque without the adoption of this
method. This paper is useful in locating
the method in the microgeography of
the home, and thinking about the impor-
tant places that are available to very
young children, how they traverse them

and interact with them.

Halfacree focuses on the potential of
walking to disrupt habit and routine;
how walking can take you to unexpected
places — both in terms of the routes you
take, but also the encounters that this
produces. Walking with his children,
one and then both, made him consider
his encounters with the spaces he walked
in new ways. This paper highlights the
participatory experience of walking, and
how engagement with place through this
practice disrupts previously held under-
standings and expectations. McGuiness
is also interested in the experience of
walking, for primary school aged chil-
dren. He describes how walking to
school was a different experience from
being driven, and how that impacted on
the ways these young people encoun-
tered the places they moved through.
This paper considers this by drawing on
multi-sensory accounts from the young

people.

Are you interested in hearing more about Mobile Methods?

Walking Workshop: Methods Going Mobile

Date: 4 November 2010

Venue: WISERD, Cardiff University

Walking and mobile methods are increasingly adopted by researchers wishing to engage with
ideas of place and identity. As part of this walking method, the participant might take the re-
searcher on a guided walk, show them around their ‘patch’, or accompany them on a ‘bimble
around’. The landscape becomes an active participant in the conversation, and the rhythm of the
walk offers engagements and disengagements, a mass of encounters, diversions and disrup-
tions. The motion, commotion and distractions are productive in the sharing of intimate narra-
tives, as conversations meander at the pace of the walk, leading to unhurried sharing of narra-
tives. These research encounters are ‘rooted’ in the everyday, yet the walks open up avenues for
the exploration of memories and imagined futures. Walking methods allow the space for narra-
tives to be shared, to be opened up, closed down, diverted and revisited.

By looking at the different types of walks that can be part of research; for example, as method
with guided walks, go-alongs, bimbling and as practice, with looking at how walking actively con-
structs the way we come to ‘know’ places — we could begin to think about the potential that re-
search going mobile has. There are theoretical, methodological and practical issues to be consid-
ered with walking. The walking workshop engages with these topics to produce a coherent and
informative day.

To register your interest in this event please email wiserd.events@cardiff.ac.uk
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The restorative dynamics of walking together

Karolina Ronander

Introduction

Recently, social scientists have increas-
ingly been seeking analytical purchase on
the mobile nature of everyday life
(Buscher, Urry & Witchger forthcoming;
Buscher & Urry 2009; Ek & Hultman
2008; Ross, Renold, Holland & Hillman
2009) and the performativity of social
action (Crang 2005; Cresswell 2002;
Lorimer 2005; Thrift and Dewsbury
2000). The purpose of this paper is to
contribute to these wider methodologi-
cal concerns with how spatial practices
are embodied and practiced through a
reflection on walking not only as an ob-
ject of study, but as a method of re-
search. The paper does this through a
consideration of the approach to ethno-
graphic research that Jon Anderson
(2004) terms ‘talking whilst walk-
ing’ (TWW). This is done within the
context of my ongoing doctoral research
into group walking practices and subjec-
tive well-being. The paper is organised
around a consideration of how walking
together with participants enables in-
sights into the social dynamics of group
walking and the importance of social
relations for the ‘restorative experience’.
I begin by introducing and discussing my
reasons for adopting the “TWW’ ap-
proach. Then I move on to discuss one
finding in detail, which is that the social
dynamics of walking together are shaped
by how the physical activity impacts
upon styles of interaction between peo-
ple.

The talking whilst walking approach to
collecting field data (Anderson 2004;
Anderson and Moles 2008) is an exten-
sion of the traditional approach to par-
ticipant observation with a geographic
angle. The geographer is interested in
identifying the spatial patterns of social
knowledge during an event, through
being there, in place, in the thick of what
happens, to be involved in its unfolding.
More specifically, this approach involves
an investment in the potential of the
moving body. Through ‘bimbling’ to-
gether (Anderson 2004) the researcher is
present to harness those elements of
social knowledge that are unstated, or
recalled prompted by the practice of
moving ones body through place.

My interest in researching walking prac-
tices, as an embodied, affected, and rela-
tional encounter with landscape, at-

tracted me to the “TWW’ methodological
approach to data collection for a number
of reasons. First and foremost, I was in
no doubt that I needed to be perceived
as, and enact the role of, the fellow
walker in order to ‘witness’ the easily
obscured registers of experience that are
not available in post-hoc interviews.
Being there, a part of the mundane flow
of things, means that you can train your-
self to be awake to the seemingly banal
and often unnoticed world of emotions,
movements, gestures, and small talk.
Anderson (2004; 2009) and Anderson
and Moles (2008) have pointed out how
walking together with participants allows
the researcher to harness practical and
embodied knowledge that is derived
from the experience of being in place.

Through exploring the relational aspects
of group walking, I have been able to
witness interactions amongst other walk-
ers, and to take part in the making of
collaborative knowledge through talking
to fellow walkers whilst walking; both to
explore their understanding of group
sociality and its impact on the restorative
element of walking, and to draw on my
own experience of placing myself within
this relational nexus.

Group sociality and ‘restorative’ ex-
perience

An important insight that has emerged
from walking together with my partici-
pants is that the physical activity of walk-
ing influences social interactions. Indeed
walking together seems to facilitate social
bonds in a unique way. The following
interview passage is an example of a
‘walking friendship’ developed between
two bereaved men who twice a week
meet up for a walk with their local walk-

ing group:

A: I palled up with that gentleman
there in the trilby hat, he lost his
wife a month after mine, so we
had something in common, so now
everybody knows us as “Don and
Allan”. They get our names
mixed up so we had some t-shirts

done saying “U'm not Don” and
“Tm Allan”.

The social dimension of group walking is
by no means unproblematic, however,
and it varies greatly between different
groups. Within the Ramblers’ network of

walks, my local 5 mile group is the most
popular, it attracts between 30 to 40
walkers per walk and the few members
that turn up every week are outnum-
bered by those who turn up less fre-
quently and thus need to re-establish
social relationships each time. Whereas
the 3 mile and the 10 mile groups both
have around 10 members who devotedly
come most weeks and get to know each
other well. One participant, who occa-
sionally joins the 5 mile group but pre-
fers to walk with his extended circle of
friends, comments:

P: df you're walking with friends
you'd be talking about different
things, because by and large most
people know each other... when
you join a group of thirty, forty,
you sort of see people intermit-
tently and so it’s a much slower
process [of getting to know
people] than if you were, you
know, at work or in another
institution.

The social dimension of group walking is
constitutive of the experience, and, for
most of my participants, the motivation
to join the Ramblers. Although the na-
ture of the group impacts on the process
of establishing familiarity between group
members, talking whilst walking facili-
tates entering personal registers more
rapidly than other forms of social inter-
action. This is because interaction whilst
walking allows for fewer non-verbal
signals to pass between individuals. Eye
contact is infrequent and brief while
attention is focused ahead and in front.
Walkers often follow, or walk alongside,
each other, thus making eye contact re-
quires the walker to cast glances behind
them or turn their head to the side. This
is often awkward as walkers often need
to pay attention to the terrain underfoot
to negotiate such things as mud, pud-
dles, protruding tree roots and rocks.
Eye contact is considered by some social
psychologists (e.g. Ellsworth & Ludwig
2008) to vary as a function of the affec-
tive tone of interaction. Low levels of
eye contact have been shown to indicate
social distance and facilitate sharing of
more personal, potentially embarrassing
information (see Modigliani 1971). In
this case, the social interaction that takes
place whilst walking is experienced as
low in emotional intensity because walk-
ers make less eye-contact. This arguably
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facilitates more emotionally charged talk
between walkers. As one participant
comments:

M: it might be easier to talk about
difficult things, you know, becanse
you're looking abead, you're not
giing eye contact, you've got time
baven’t you to have gaps in the
conversation or go slowly.

I have found that this benefits the rela-
tionship between researcher-walker and
participant-walker too. Talking whilst
walking enables an encounter between
researcher and participant that is
grounded in shared circumstances and
experiences of embodiment (see Lee &
Ingold 20006). Participating in group
walks has meant that I have been able to
witness and be a part of the social dy-
namics of the group, and walking with
my participants - ‘where “with” implies
not a face-to-face confrontation, but
heading the same way, sharing the same
vistas’ (Lee & Ingold 2006: 67) — has
meant that my understanding of their
practice goes beyond a reliance on what
they would later be able to recount in a
post-event interview.

Unlike a traditional seated interview
where researcher and participant are
typically seated opposite each other with
direct eye contact, the walking interview
can be experienced by participants as
less invasive and facilitate conversations
at a deeper emotional level. This is illus-
trated by this brief excerpt from my field
diary:

It was a bright, warm afternoon
and we walked a bit further than
planned through some woods near
his home. The interview took a
different turn than 1 expected,
when 1 first spoke to him on the
group walk I took him for a very
matter-of-fact sort of person, but
the conversation quickly turned to
his very personal thoughts and bis
struggle with depression. I sensed
that he didn’t want to go back at
the end of the walk, and he com-
mented how he was glad to have
been able to talk about things
that he wounldn’t normally speak
about. (24 September, walk
near Titchfield Common,
Fareham).

As this passage exemplifies, there can
sometimes be a therapeutic dimension to
the interview encounter itself. An inter-
view can allow participants the (for
some, rate) opportunity to talk about
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themselves, which can be a positive ex-
perience and allow for self-reflection. If
we look to anthropology, techniques of
interviewing in natural settings is noth-
ing new (see de Laine 2000) and have
been used as a form of ‘probing’ to
‘break silences, oppose resistances and
unravel thoughts on matters people pre-
fer to keep hidden’ (de Laine 2000: 79).
The relative ease of sharing emotional
information in this type of interview
encounter calls for some ethical consid-
erations, as it may result in a participant
subsequently feeling uncomfortable with
the level of intimacy achieved. It is then
important to maintain focus on the pur-
pose of the interview and not blur the
boundaries between the research inter-
view and a therapeutic interview where
intervention and change is the goal (see
Hutchinson and Wilson 1994). Ethno-
graphic methods that call for close par-
ticipation, such as the “TWW’ technique,
also require an ongoing negotiation of
the researcher’s role in relation to their
participants. In the interview which is
the focus of the field notes above, the
participant’s mental health was only dis-
cussed in direct relation with his walking
practice, and thus the purpose of the
interview and the limits of my role as
researcher — as opposed to therapist or
confidante — was kept in focus.

The difference that walking makes for
social interaction is perhaps greatest
when researcher and participant walk
alone, as in the walk I describe above,
but I have found that most group walk-
ing events allow for enough privacy for
this difference to still be relevant. An-
other participant, a longstanding mem-
ber of the 10 mile group, describes the
familiarity and support that is developed
between walkers in the course of walking
together in a relatively small group:

L: you get to meet lots of people and
bave a chat to people and you
know, become part of their lives,
and 1 feel that they’re
there for you as well, if you're
Jeeling a  bit  sort  of down
you know, they seem like a fam-
iy, I think, to me.

What the participant is referring to here,
is what we could term ‘walking friend-
ships’ within her regular walking group.
Along with most other walkers I inter-
viewed, this particular participant had
not pursued the friendships with her
fellow group members outside of the
walk setting. The walking group for her,
is a contained social sphere, that sustains
her whilst she is within its fold, but

which does not encompass her life out-
side of walking. This particular aspect of
group sociality has been described by
some participants as central to what they
find restorative about group walking.
The following conversation illustrates
this:

H: Walking de-stresses me, and 1
also think that it has something to
do with chatting to people. I'm
very busy and it’s quite stressful,
and here you can meet new pegple
and talk to them about other
things

Me:  so it takes you out of your normal
social environment?

H: Yeah, yeah exactly. They're not
peaple I see normally, and you can
talk  about completely  different
things

However, the restorative aspect of either
sustained or fleeting ‘walking friend-
ships’ should not be presumed unprob-
lematic, as a number of researchers have
pointed out that the restorative potential
of a given place or practice is highly con-
text dependent and experienced differ-
ently by different people or at different
times (e.g. Conradson 2005; Milligan &
Bingley 2007; Wakefield & McMullan
2005). The group walk event itself and
its relational sphere is often experienced
by participants as ‘time out’, but when
considered from the point of view of
well-being, benefits both short-term and
long-term are complex and sometimes
contradictory. The walking group, as
‘retreat’ from everyday life, offers a tem-
porary restorative effect, enacted within
the multiple spheres of relation between
walkers and place. Contained within this
temporary  experience of renewal,
though, is the potential for these fleeting
moments of retreat to make a difference
to an individual’s long-term well-being if
they are undertaken regularly.

To sum up

In this short piece I have touched on
some of the ways that walking together
with participants, can generate insights
about the ways that bodily movement
interacts with the social. When your
analytic object is the walking body, an
attention to movement itself is wvital.
Furthermore, talking whilst walking with
participants is a step closer to taking
serious the call for methodologies that
are sensitive to ‘the experience of the
world in  their  moments of crea-
tion” (Anderson 2009: 291). As ever,



though, critical and ethical considera-
tions need to be taken seriously, how-
ever we manage and style the contact
with our participants. Being co-present
in place opens up new potentialities for
analysis, and enables an attentiveness to
the complex relational ecologies
(Conradson 2005) that bind practice and
place.
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Exploring Spatial (Dis)locations Through the Use of Roving Focus

Groups
Joshua Inwood
Deborah Martin

In 2005, we conducted research that
focused on the experiences of African
American undergraduate students at a
large U.S. university (Inwood and Martin
2008). Our goal was to better understand
how race —or more accurately,
“whiteness”— was evoked in the land-
scape of the university. As part of this
research we employed two ‘roving focus
groups’ in which 5-8 African American

students led the first author through the
campus and discussed the ways in which
the campus embodied particular racial
narratives as well as the relationship be-
tween the cultural landscape and their
own life stories on the campus!. We
created these roving groups because we
felt that certain elements of the land-
scape were hard to recall in an interview;
walking them with the research partici-

pants, we felt sure, would ground our
understandings in the actual spaces and
places which participants were discuss-
ing. Based on that experience, we argue
here that roving focus groups offer criti-
cal information about place and space
that simply does not emerge in inter-
views or focus groups in fixed locations.
Indeed, when dealing with issues of
identity and “insider/outsidet” spaces,
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walking to and through particular places
may be the most efficient way to under-
stand —see, experience, and define- the
spatial marginalizations and transgres-
sions that so many individuals daily prac-
tice and experience.

Our research focus was on examining a
university campus landscape with an eye
to how it explicitly and implicitly ad-
dressed race in the context of US race
relations and debates about access to the
university and affirmative action policies.
The method of the roving focus group
was borne out of two core ideas that
informed our project. First, research on
race and racism must focus on individual
life experiences while simultaneously
grounding those experiences in everyday
spaces, places, and structures (Tyner
2002; Schein 2009). In other words,
while racial processes ate always part of
individual encounters and experiences,
they are produced not simply in social
interaction, but through social structures,
including space (Delaney 2002). We
need to effectively employ, therefore,
methods that help us to navigate these
tensions between individual experience
and social structures and meanings. This
problem is not new for social science, of
course, but one particularly highlighted
in scholarship on racialization processes.
Second, much of the research on race
and racism often treats place as back-
ground noise, when in fact identity is
very much place contingent (Delaney
2002; Pulido 2006; Barraclough 2009).
As Schein (2009, 819) notes, reseatch
“regarding questions of race requires [a
focus] upon specific places in all their
gritty ugliness”. Bringing research par-
ticipants into the everyday spaces and
places where they live and work makes
sense and, as we found, can lead to in-
sights not previously illuminated in more
traditional interview approaches.

Walking the Campus

The concept of the ‘mobile interview’ is
not new (e.g. Burgess 1996; Anderson
2004; Murray 2009; Ross et al 2009;
Scott et al. 2009). As Lee and Ingold
note, walking as a method is a way to
more fully “perceive the multi-sensory
environment to the fullest, and [as a
method] can claim to be close to what-
ever is happening in the area” (LLee and
Ingold, 2006, 68).  Anderson (2004)
found walking with interviewees can
prompt discoveries about the landscape
that interview participants didn’t recall in
more formal interview situations. In
addition, Moles (2008, 1.4) contends that
“the mobility of walking particular envi-
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ronments allows for the creation of
meaning. By walking people are able to
connect to places through the grounded
experience on their material environ-
ment.” As these authors point out, the
practice of walking facilitates getting
research participants comfortable and
allows for a feeling of connectivity to the
environments and landscapes. Walking
with research subjects allows a kind of
camaraderie to build between research
participants and the interviewer through
the very aspect of a collective ambling
through trails and across the countryside
(Lee and Ingold 2006). Perhaps most
importantly, walking and conducting
interviews creates a kind of “three-way
conversation, with interviewer, partici-
pant and locality all engaged in the ex-
change of ideas” (Moles 2008, 5.3).

We found that our roving focus groups
differed from these approaches in subtle
and important ways. First, much of the
research and writing on walking inter-
views focuses on the ways in which it
allows research participants to connect
more fully with the spaces and places
they are talking about - a way to ground
their life experiences in a particular con-
nected geography (e.g. Anderson 2004,
257 and the concept of ‘bimbling’, to
“re-connect with the surrounding envi-
ronment”). In addition, the act of walk-
ing often serves to connect researchers
themselves to those landscapes
(Anderson 2004). The very nature of
research on race often revolves on pre-
cisely the opposite experience - the ways
in which particular racialized subjectiv-
ities are owt of place in particular environ-
ments. As Delaney (2002, 7) points out
“space is an enabling technology
through which race is produced” as it
freezes “territorial division [...] into
dichotomous insides and outsides.” As
different groups or individuals occupy,
or perhaps more precisely move through
space, different racialized subjectivities
are articulated and reinforced as differ-
ent racialized positions are either “in
place” or “out of place”. Space is an
enabling technology precisely because
race then is reproduced and reinforced
as individuals move through the land-
scape, as the landscape “facilitates the
polarization [of race] and hence the
freezing of identities into ‘we’ and
‘they”” (Delaney 2002, 7). By focusing
on the experiences of African American
undergraduate students on the university
campus, our roving focus group high-
lighted their dislocations in that landscape,
which is key to understanding the role
space, place and landscape play in repro-
ducing racial inequality.

For example, the university where we
conducted our inquiry was steeped in the
complicated racialized history of the
southern United States. We found that
even in the “progressive” rhetoric of
race-blind multi-culturalism which is
pervasive at contemporary U.S. universi-
tes (Williams 1998), students were
forced to navigate the university with
care in order to avoid instances of ra-
cism. This is an added dimension of the
roving focus group as students were able
to share strategies for navigating the
racialized landscape. In interviews prior
to the focus groups, every student re-
counted at least one experience on the
campus of having racial slurs directed at
them on campus. In the roving focus
group setting we found that students
were able to discuss strategies and give
opinions about the best way to avoid
those situations. Students discussed in
great depth certain routes to take when
coming from downtown and which
streets not to take to avoid passing by
certain fraternities or apartment com-
plexes where students either had direct
experience in being discriminated
against, or had heard stories from other
African American students about nega-
tive experiences. These experiences
illuminated the ways the landscape rein-
forces and rearticulates historical racial-
ized positions. Thus the collective act of
walking through landscapes revealed a
wealth of information that the more
formal interaction of researcher-and-
interviewee conversation did not. By
employing the roving focus group
method we were able to explore power-
ful dynamics of race, gender and class
that were revealed as students moved
through the campus landscape and were
engaged with the places and spaces of
the university’s landscape.

By transgressing a landscape that em-
bodied white privilege with individuals
who are constructed by that landscape as
different —even as outsiders - the first
author was able to subtly gauge the inter-
actions of those students and faculty
who were not part of the focus group,
but were a critical part of the landscape
nonetheless. For example, it is one thing
to hear about a fraternity with the giant
confederate flag3 on the front porch and
the reactions of the students - but an-
other thing entirely to walk by the house
and feel the tension among the African
American students in the focus group
mount and to wonder what it would
have been like if the first author (who is
white) had not been a part of the group.
By consciously bringing individuals and



groups that are out of place into contact,
the three-way engagement to which
Moles (2008) refers takes on added sig-
nificance through a complex and multi-
faceted dialog. Academics —participants
in a pervasively “white” enterprise - may
find that roving focus groups make more
immediate and personal the socio-spatial
processes of whiteness and racialization.
It also allows for greater researcher re-
flexivity while enhancing the ability to
represent research participants’ stories
and experiences more fully.

A “roving focus group” fosters a collec-
tive reflexity on landscape and socio-
spatial processes that static-location in-
terview or focus groups cannot. They
pinpoint particular locations, people, and
sites in the landscape that reflect, reify,
and/or reproduce social processes such
as racialization, and help us to under-
stand how people navigate them. Our
research on racialization demonstrates
that roving focus groups allow for criti-
cal engagement with landscapes, interro-
gating ways that particular spaces and
places can be alienating or exclusive (a
point made in Burgess 1996 in relation
to fear of others). Research engage-
ments with the landscape do not always
produce positive connections with one’s
environment; rather, the method may
highlight the negative, difficult to over-
come sedimented exclusions of some
spaces. This insight suggests another
possible avenue of inquiry that is under-
utilized in more formal qualitative re-
search settings. Namely that for those
engaged in critical research, the act of
transgressing certain spaces through the
research process has the potential to
have political significance while simulta-
neously drawing out a more complex
engagement with the landscape. This
idea points to possible future research
directions that employ walking, and is
one of the myriad potentials that walking
as research praxis has to not only illumi-
nate deeply entrenched identity posi-
tions, but to contribute to the transfor-
mation of space.

1For a larger discussion of the roving focus
group see Inwood and Martin (2008, pp 378-
383).

2Cresswell (1996) discusses and elaborates
these concepts of “in/out of place”.

3The confederate flag was the flag of the
Confederate States of America, against whom
the (remaining) United States fought
(successfully) in the civil war of 1861-1865.

It remains a common and contested symbol
of identity in those southern states and is
often associated with white supremacist
groups and ideologies (e.g Hauge et al. 2008).
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Toy tours: reflections on walking-whilst-talking with young chil-

dren at home

Olivia Stevenson
Claire Adey

Introduction

Mobile research methods seek to ob-
serve “directly or in digitally enhanced
forms mobile bodies undergoing various
performances of travel, work, and
play” (Sheller and Utrry 2006: 217). In
recent years a small, but growing, num-
ber of academics have begun to use
‘walking interviews’ as a legitimate mo-
bile method (cf. Ricketts Hein et al
2008; Lorimer 2003a, b; Lotimer and
Lund 2003; Pink 2007) to reflect “the
core ... realisation that the mobility of
walking within particular environments
allows for the creation of meaning. By
walking people are able to connect times
and places through the grounded experi-
ence of their material environ-
ment” (Moles 2008: 2). Much of the
research focus to date has been on utilis-
ing mobile methods such as walking
interviews in outside space with young
people or adults (cf. Wylie 2005; Lashua
et al. 2006; Pink 2007; Moles 2008;
Murray 2009; Ross et al. 2009). Partici-
pants choose the route that they and the
researcher take, which means that the
researcher and researched are able to
work collaboratively in a flexible format
and tease out people’s embedded con-
structions of their socio-spatial worlds
(Anderson 2004). Yet, “mobility is spa-
tially and socially uneven” (Murray
2009). Very young children, in particular,
experience restricted spatial practices as
they tend to spend a lot of time in the
supervised space of the home with
adults, and thus are not free to experi-
ence mobility independently (cf. Steven-
son forthcoming). Therefore ethno-
graphic approaches in naturalistic set-
tings (participant observation, creative
exercises and key informant interviews)
have dominated the research (cf. Thorne
1993; Pellegrini 1996; Corsaro and Moli-
nari 2000; Plowman and Stephen 2005).
This is particulatly the case when study-
ing children’s life worlds. One such ap-
proach for preschool children, which
used a mix of methods, has been devel-
oped in the Mosaic Model (Clark and
Moss 2001). However, unlike other stud-
ies the Mosaic approach included young
children giving tours of their preschool
setting to researchers. Moss and Clark
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(2001) argue that the tours were a less
‘sterile’ way to seek children’s perspec-
tives on their environments than the
fixed interview room would offer. Whilst
valuable, this model has been employed
predominantly in preschool settings
rather than the home. This poses a
unique set of issues around the use of
mobile methods in homes with very
young children who have, so far, been
overlooked by the mobile research litera-
ture.

We address this by focusing on the
small-scale mobilities of three- to five-
year-old children to better understand
children’s everyday life worlds at home.
The data were collected for the ESRC-
funded research project Young children
learning with toys and technology at home™.
Over the last 16 months we have visited
three- to five-year-old children at home
to find out about the role of play in their
lives and how this intersects with toys
and the domestic, leisure and work tech-
nologies that surround them. We visited
14 families between 6 and 9 times each
and our visits have drawn on interviews,
conversations, observation, mobile
phone diaries, video and toy tours to
describe children’s play with a range of
resources.

We describe here the ‘toy tours’ and the
reflective accounts developed through
visual methods, observations and the
walking-whilst-talking toy tours. It is
these toy tours that our paper will focus
on as a way to explore the use of this
method in generating meaningful under-
standings of preschool children’s every-
day lives.

Toy tours as a walking-whilst-talking
mobile method

The toy tours took place during our sec-
ond visit to the children’s homes. They
typically involved researchers walking
around the family home with our target
child chatting about and documenting
the toys that the children had by making
lists and taking photographs, although
we did not audio record the conversa-
tion. At the same time our target child
took photographs, using a digital camera,

of their favourite things and/or places.
Through walking as a methodological
practice with children in their homes,
this provided the opportunity for both
researchers and children to engage with
the environment in non-static ways, ena-
bling encounters with the material and
non matetial worlds that preschool chil-
dren inhabit, which often go unrecog-
nised.

Toy tours in action

Most accounts of walking-whilst-talking
methods refer to one-to-one interactions
between the researched and the re-
searcher. When working in people’s
homes this is often not possible, espe-
cially when involving young children, so
the toy tours involved not only the focal
child, but usually their siblings and/or
parents too. Whilst undoubtedly this will
have changed the research dynamic, the
toy tours did generate the potential for
free-flowing conversation. Not only did
the participants draw our attention to
certain toys or licensed characters, wider
family practices were also highlighted.
For example:

During the toy tour with the
Henderson’s, we did not recognise
the Disney characters on Ruby’s
bedroom walls. Ruby told ns who
they were and Ruby’s mum added
that she had not recognised all the
characters either and had looked
them up on the Internet.

(Henderson family, field notes, July
2008)

By walking-whilst-talking around the
house with the Henderson family we
were permitted to enter into a particular
narrative that we might not have been
privy to had the conversation been held
in a fixed location. This exchange high-
lighted how children have cultural
knowledge other than that of their par-
ents, which at times encouraged some
parents to seek out information that they
might otherwise not have.

The spontaneous interactions and play
episodes that occurred during the toy



tours added richness to the research
encounter that more static methods
might not have facilitated. For example:

Upon entering the toy room Jas-
mine picked up her toy laptop and
began to use the mouse as a tele-
phone. Jasmine pushed a button
on the laptop to make a noise like
a telephone ringing and pretended
to have a conversation with ber
boyfriend.  Jasmine’s
laughed and commented that her
daughter ahvays did this despite
having been told that this is not
what the mouse is for.

mother

(Seat] family, field notes, July 2008)

This example shows how the methodo-
logical practice of walking-whilst-talking
enabled the ‘moment-ness’ (Latham
2003) of participants’ interactions with
the material objects that form part of
their embodied play practice to be ex-
plored and experienced both by the par-
ticipants and the researchers, albeit dif-
ferently. This opened up space for us, as
the researchers, to follow the here and
now, rather than rely on participants past
memories and constructions of events.

By asking children to walk us around
their homes, we were able to build rap-
port, making the walking-whilst-talking
tour less formal yet focused specifically
on the familiar environment under in-
vestigation. Both the informal and situ-
ated nature of the research encounter
provided children with the opportunity
to ask researchers to help them; for ex-
ample to take animals out of cages, go
into the garage for toys or get arts and
crafts things down, even though there
were temporal and spatial rules attached
to these requests:

Some of Rachel’s toys were kept
in the garage, which she conld not
access without her parents’ permis-
sion. Rachel frequently asked us
1o go into the garage and fetch toys
Jor ber, which through observa-
tions and conversations with her
parents we knew to be contraven-
ing the rules of the house.

(O’Dare family, field notes, July
2008)

Similarly, throughout the walking-whilst-
talking toy tours children took the op-
portunity of another adult’s presence to
ask parents if they could do certain ac-
tivities:

Katie pointed ont some of ber

videos which were fkept in the
living room. As she did Katie
asked her mother if she conld put
one on, to which her mother re-
plied: “No, you know you don’t
have the television on when there
are visitors”.

(Simpson family, field notes, August
2008)

Through the use of the walking-whilst-
talking method it is possible to gain in-
sight into the ways that rules operate at
both a spatial and temporal level and
how the presence of others, such as re-
searchers, disrupts the ways that young
children ordinarily experience the home-
space. Insights, such as these offered in
the toy tours with Rachel or Katie, might
not have been gleaned from more struc-
tured interviews - as with all the younger
participants involved in the study, direct
questioning provided scant response.

For some children, whilst they appeared
happy to participate in the toy tours they
did not offer any commentary about
their toys; rather they took the opportu-
nity to involve researchers in their activi-
ties.

Kelly willingly took photos of her
toys, but rather than providing
any commentary about them Kelly
instead included us in belping her
to carry things for the picnic she
was in the process of setting up;
looking at us she silently handed
us toy picnic objects and pointed
ont where she wanted them to go.

(Fletcher family, field notes, July
2008)

The lack of direct questioning from the
researchers allowed detailed observation
of how Kelly enacted imaginary play, yet
a fuller explanation around the signifi-
cance of the tea set or Kelly’s other toys
that we recorded remained only partially
revealed. Although we were able to
watch Kelly play in situ we were still
unsure about the significance of these
objects for Kelly or how they contrib-
uted to her everyday place-making prac-
tices. What is clear though is the multi-
tude of ways that children view adults
and how the researched and researchers
positioning in the toy tours is derived
through constant forms of negotiation,
rather than being fixed.

Finally, there were ethical dilemmas
faced by researchers during the use of
mobile methods in these family homes.

For example, whose rights should be
respected and what role(s) should a re-
searcher take when doing walking tours
in people’s homes where the power rela-
tions are multiple and differential? This
came to the fore when visiting the Bain
family:

The Bain children took us around
their  home  unaccompanied by
their  parents. It transpired
through conversation that Arden
Bain kept various parts of bis
dressing up clothes in his parents’
bedroom. During the toy tours
Arden was keen to show us this
space and how he used it for play.
However, we fknew that Mors
Bain did not want us to see inside
this room.

(Bain family, field notes, July 2008)

On this occasion the researchers im-
posed constraints on the route taken
around the house and tried to redirect
the location of the discussion, thus cut-
ting off the opportunity for Arden to
develop this conversation further and
show how he occupied this space. How-
ever, although one route was closed an
alternative was opened as Arden and the
researchers experienced how the differ-
ent voices of the household are negoti-
ated and how some places are open to
all, whereas some are closed depending
upon perceived positions as ‘insiders’ or
‘outsiders’.

Conclusion

The toy tours situated research encoun-
ters in the everyday locales of the partici-
pants, in this case their homes, which for
preschool children is typically a place
where they spend a large proportion of
their time. The toy tours allowed a
deeper understanding of the ways that
homes were organised and the spontane-
ous use of toys by the children. The
sharing of natratives from the mundane
to the intimate and significant, as well as
the rhythm of the toy tour created a
“context through which young people
could pace the sharing of narra-
tives” (Ross et al. 2009: 614). Further,
the taking of photos, the researcher re-
cording the toys children had, the chil-
dren’s desire to play rather than move on
to the next room, door bells and phones
ringing, dogs refusing to go outside,
children fighting with their siblings —
“provided both stimulus for, and inter-
ruptions and disruptions to, interac-
tions” (Ross et al. 2009: 615). Therefore
the rich data generated, allowed for the

Qualitative Researcher 9



multifaceted connections between peo-
ple, place, material and non-material
worlds that contribute to the geogra-
phies that preschool children and their
families make every day to be brought to
the fore. However, unlike other studies
that cite mobile methods as “key to cre-
ating a context in which young people
could talk freely about their everyday
lives” (Ross et al. 2009: 613), the toy
tours involved not only the focal child,
but usually their siblings and/or parents
too. Consequently, the time and space
for young children to generate data on
their own terms is not as free from con-
straint as other studies suggest. Not only
this, but the existing routes and rules of
the house meant on occasion that chil-
dren were not able to move through
their homes as they would like. Thus, the
physical arrangement of the home-space
and the social practices that take place in
this location can either mobilise or re-
strict children’s place-making, which
cannot purely be overcome through the
use of mobile methods.

In sum, the act of walking with young
children around their homes looking at
their toys gave space to the multi sensory
experience of children’s lives at home.
Conversation, taking photos of toys,
children (semi)choosing the routes
around their homes, displaying how toys
could be used and ignored and the
places that toys were kept allowed
glimpses of family practices set in the
wider context of everyday talk about
toys. As a result of the toy tours insights
were given into how families order
homes and children’s practices, the ways
that both parents and children exercise
power and negotiate social relationships
within home spaces and how often
within family research this is a spontane-
ous and unpredictable process.
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