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Abstract 

Accessing the field for the purposes of conducting research often starts with negotiation and 

engagement with gatekeepers. This is the first requirement for the research to be conducted; however, 

this step has challenges. While research has been conducted on negotiating access and research ethics, 

very little is known about the experiences of doctoral students from the Global South on negotiating 

access in fieldwork, and thus giving an account of what it entails conducting qualitative research from 

the Global South. As such, this article engages with the challenges of negotiating access to the field for 

my PhD studies. Due to the nature of research for my thesis, I conducted interviews with key informants 

from the departments and participants from the taxi ranks. In this article, I problematize the view that 

gaining access to the field is a simple process, by exposing my own uncomfortable encounters during 

the process. 
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1. Introduction 

Most of the researchers who make use of qualitative research methods hardly expose their experiences 

of gaining access to the field. In addition, extensive literature on methodology tends to simplify the 

process of collecting data (Okumus, Altinay, & Roper, 2006). Accessing the field for the purposes of 

conducting research starts with negotiation and engagement with gatekeepers. Not being able to gain 

access in the field can prevent qualitative researchers from conducting research. Gaining access in the 

field and proving that one has done so puts researchers under pressure to live up to the required 

standards. According to Azungah, “the process of negotiating with gatekeepers to be allowed into a 
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particular work setting to interview participants and to collect observational data is the first step of 

gaining access” (2019, p. 4). This is the first step—a precondition—or the research to be conducted. 

Cunliffe and Alcadipani define access “as obtaining permission to get in to the organization to 

undertake research (primary access) and building relationships to gain access to people and 

information within the organization (secondary access)” (2016, p. 3). In communicating with the 

minibus taxi industry to request access, I had to handle this process with care. This is because 

negotiating access to the field is “complicated in that one may gain official permission to conduct 

research in an organisation but yet be unable to get cooperation and collaboration of lower employees 

or management” (Azungah, 2019, p. 4). 

While research has been conducted on negotiating access and research ethics, very little is known about 

the experiences of doctoral students from the Global South on negotiating access in fieldwork. 

Ping-Chun notes that “it is still unclear what pursuing Qualitative Research (QR) from the Global 

South might entail” (2015, p. 1). This article aims to challenge the domination of the Global North in 

the literature on qualitative research. 

While qualitative research has now been conducted extensively in the Global South, it remains unclear 

what the experiences of negotiating access in the field are. For example, Ntuli (2015), in his study of on 

“investigating the impact of the Taxi Recapitalisation Programme on the transport industry in Warwick 

avenue taxi rank in the eThekwini municipality”, presented access as a straight-forward process. The 

author states that access was granted after submitting a letter showing that he was a student of 

Kwa-Zulu Natal. However, as I explain in the results section, access is not as straight-forward as Ntuli 

seems to suggest. Like Ntuli (2015), Mmadi (2012) fails to explain how he negotiated access in the taxi 

ranks. He only states: 

“The researcher did not gain access to participants through their employers or taxi 

associations. Prospective participants were approached in a personal capacity and 

were asked to take part in the study” (Mmadi, 2012, p. 68). 

As such, the aim of this article is to debunk access—to do what Riese calls “to pause and examine it” 

(2018, p. 2). This article pauses and examines the challenges of gaining access to the field for 

qualitative research. I discuss these challenges using my own qualitative research on the impact of Taxi 

Recapitalisation Programme (TRP) on precarious working conditions within the minibus taxi industry 

in Johannesburg. In this article, I problematize the view that gaining access to the field is a simple 

process, by exposing my own uncomfortable encounters during the process while conducting research 

for my PhD in the Global South. I discus that the contribution of this article lies in broadening the 

conceptual and methodological literature about the process of negotiating access to the field. I note that 

future research, including research on the 4th Industrial Revolution will need to take the issues raised in 

this article into account.  
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This article exposes the voice of a qualitative researcher from a developing African country in the 

Global South. But, before I discuss the context of the study under which access was sought; 

methodology for this article; the results of negotiating access; discussion of the findings; contribution 

to the conceptual and methodological literature and study limitations, I review literature as it relates to 

the topic of negotiating access for qualitative research. While doing so, I identify gaps within the 

literature. Extensive literature on qualitative research hardly makes reference to the challenges of 

negotiating access to the field. Even the Ethics Committee within universities does not pay particular 

attention to this. This article is an attempt to fill such gaps and contributing to the existing literature. 

While Riese examined the “organizational dynamics behind the Greenpeace campaign against 

Norwegian whaling” (2018, p. 1), for my PhD I examined the lived experiences of the precariat. This 

article, therefore, presents the challenges of negotiating access with the precariat. 

 

2. Literature Review 

According to Peticca-Harris et al., the process of negotiating access to the field is underlined by “the 

potential process for researchers to re-strategize their approach or exit the study” (2016, p. 376). I used 

field-notes to flesh out my experiences with negotiating access to the taxi ranks. My challenges with 

negotiating access in the taxi ranks, discussed below, signify that the process involves overcoming a 

number of obstacles, dealing with power relations—that is, dealing with gatekeepers. Therefore, this 

problematizes the “general view that gaining access is a “simple” process, by exposing my own 

uncomfortable encounters during the process (Ngcwangu, 2016). Through offering an understanding of 

the changing nature of gaining access, I “broaden the conceptual and methodological scholarship about 

this process, which often takes a mechanistic, ‘tip-giving’ approach. Instead, we highlight the perpetual 

risk of rejection throughout the process of gaining access and emphasize the importance of 

re-strategizing” (Peticca-Harris et al., 2016, p. 377). 

Gaining access to the field is considered very important for both qualitative and quantitative research 

methods (Ngcwangu, 2016). But, for the purposes of this article I discuss the challenges of negotiating 

access to the field to conduct research using qualitative research methods. Qualitative research is used 

to gain a rich understanding of people’s attitudes, behaviours, norms and values. Therefore, for 

researchers to be gain this rich understanding in their research careers, they need to first gain access in 

the field. This is because gaining access to the field is fundamental in understanding the world in which 

we live. To understand the precarious working conditions—in the context of my PhD. Gaining access 

to the field enables researchers to the study of people in ordinary events and activities, as they occur in 

real-life situation (within the society). Here, researchers explore real-life situations, and the reasons 

behind social interactions, and more importantly seeing life through the eyes of those being studied. In 

other words, studying the reasons behind precariousness within the minibus taxi industry. Like Riese, 
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who states that “the aim of qualitative research is to gain an understanding of people’s realities” (2018, 

p. 2), through my PhD I aimed to gain an understanding of minibus taxi industry stakeholders’ 

experiences. 

Riese (2018) explains that knowledge produced in qualitative research is “relational”—in other words, 

it is co-created between the researcher and the researched. Through this relational process, the 

researcher and the participants engage to produce truthful knowledge about the nature of reality for the 

participants. Therefore, in order for this knowledge to be produced “access in qualitative research must 

be understood as relational and processual” (Riese, 2018, p. 3). Therefore, through access empirical 

data are produced. For access to be obtained in the field to conduct qualitative research there needs to 

be a relation between the researcher and the researched. 

While access to the field may appear as a simple process when writing a proposal, it is in fact a 

complex process—“a multidirectional process” (Riese, 2018, p. 3). The process involves negotiating 

with gatekeepers who may be willing or not willing to grant access. The relationship between 

researchers and participants is negotiated on a continuing basis (Manderson & Wilson, 1998). Some 

researchers may make it hard for researchers to gain access. Research participants “may not trust 

researchers entirely if they gained access via a gatekeeper who is higher up in the hierarchy than the 

participant is” (Riese, 2018, p. 4). Defining gatekeepers, Clark argues that “gatekeepers within the 

research process are typically described as the individuals, groups, and organizations that act as 

intermediaries between researchers and participants” (2012, p. 486). They are central to the relational 

process because they provide access between the researchers and the participants. Thus, the success of 

the researcher in gaining access through the gatekeepers is important in ensuring that quality data is 

collected. 

According to Clarck (2012), negotiating access to the field involves two steps. The first one is securing 

entry into the field. The second one is convincing participants to provide data through interviews. 

However, I argue that negotiating access to the field does not only involve these two steps. Negotiating 

access to the field is more than securing entry and persuading participants to provide data. Negotiation 

starts with making calls, sending emails and writing letters to the gatekeepers. As I explain in the 

results section, once access to the field has been granted, researchers need to find their way to the field, 

introduce themselves to the participants. This also involves asking participants to sign consent forms, 

indicating that they are willing to take part in the research process. In Table 1 below, I show the steps 

involved in negotiating access to the field, to illustrate that the process is not just about securing entry 

to the field and convincing participants to provide data. 
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Table 1. Steps in Negotiating Access in the Field 

Steps Methods 

Step 1: Introducing the study to the participants Contacting; sending emails; and writing letters to 

the gatekeepers 

Step 2: Negotiating with the gatekeepers Negotiating access to the field 

Step 3: Finding your way to the field Entering the field 

Step 4: Getting consent from the participants Negotiating conversations with the participants 

Step 5: Getting participants sign consent forms Negotiating with participants to sign consent 

forms 

Step 6: Negotiation with the participants Negotiating with the participants to be 

tape-recorded 

Step 7: Interacting with participants Asking participants questions 

 

It is clear that the process of negotiating access to the field for qualitative research is a complex 

one—as I show on the results section below. As Vuban and Eta put it, the research process has specific 

“ethical codes of conduct or guidelines to be observed” (2019, p. 2). The guidelines are certainly not 

limited to obtaining ethics approval for the Ethics Committee. While different universities around the 

world require that researchers follow and apply ethical principles in their research, researchers face 

ethical challenges as they engage participants during the research process. 

The importance of gaining access to the field cannot be underestimated, especially considering that 

most universities only pay particular attention to “other stages of the research process such as the 

design of research instruments, determining required sample sizes and planning for data collection” 

(Hayes, 2005, p. 1194). It is assumed that gaining access to the field will be unproblematic, especially 

when the study is planned well and asking interesting questions that will contribute to literature. While 

access may seem like a straight forward process, gaining access also involves access to key documents 

as part of documentary research. So, navigating the negotiation to access process is a full of 

contradictions, as explained in the findings section. Negotiating access to the field involves an 

amalgamation of planning, determination and luck. Okumus et al., state that “entering into 

organizations can be more difficult if the research focuses on a sensitive topic” (2006, p. 2). 

While research has been conducted in different contexts making use of qualitative research (Baloyi, 

2012; Mashishi, 2011; Ntuli, 2015), there is little literature on the negotiation of access in the field. In 

his study on the analysis of the Taxi Recapitalisation Policy, Moyake (2006) failed to explain how he 

negotiated access to the field. While the researcher mentioned that “semi-structured interviews were 

conducted with relevant respondents” (Moyake, 2006, p. 9), it is unclear how he negotiated access. For 

example, he only explains the people who granted permission, but fails to account of how access was 
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negotiated. 

In addition to this, Mosomane (2014) studied the “non-compliance implications of the decent work 

indicators within the Gauteng retail sector” and made used of qualitative and quantitative research 

methods to collect data. However, the researcher failed to outline how he negotiated access to conduct 

interviews and distribute questionnaires. The researcher explains that “questionnaires conducted with 

people working in the retail industry provided insight into their daily working conditions within this 

sector with regard to non-compliance with decent work indicators” (Mosomane, 2014, p. 44), but does 

not explain how he negotiated the distribution of these questionnaires. It is as if the researcher 

distributed the questionnaires without prior consent. 

Similar to this, while Woolf (2013, p. 42) states that their “task was to ask each person for permission 

to interview them”, and does not explain how they asked each person—in other words, how they 

negotiated access. Also, Bristow (2015) in his study of the MyCiti bus system did not explain how he 

negotiated access with the research participants. For example, the researcher states that he “interviewed 

three taxi owners who live and operate in Imizamo Yethu and three elders/ community leaders” 

(Bristow, 2015, p. 9), without clarifying how he negotiated access to the three taxi owners especially 

knowing the complications of negotiating access. It’s as if he presented access as a simple process, with 

only “yes” answers when a researcher conducts interviews. 

Therefore, while different research topics have been conducted around the world making use of either 

quantitative or qualitative research methods or both, most researchers do not expose their experiences 

of gaining access to the field when reporting how they collected data (Okumus, 2006). Researchers 

report their data collection findings as if this was a straightforward process—one-way street. In light of 

this, the following results section aims to fill this gap by exposing my experiences of collecting data in 

relation to the first step of the process—which is negotiating access. As Ngcwangu puts it, “without 

successfully negotiating access, research comes to a screening halt” (2016, p. 146). Throughout the 

research process, access to the field is negotiated and renegotiated. Before I discuss the results of the 

article, I first outline the context of the research study and the methodology used in respect of this 

article. 

 

3. Context of the Research Study 

I sought access to the field for the purposes of my PhD in 2018. For my PhD, I focused on the impact 

of the Taxi Recapitalisation Programme (TRP)—now the Revised TRP—on precarious working 

conditions within the minibus taxi industry in South Africa. In order to investigate this impact, I 

planned to conduct interviews with the following group of participants: 
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• taxi owners; taxi drivers; taxi marshals; 

• the South African National Taxi Council (SANTACO); 

• South African Transport and Allied Workers Union (SATAWU); 

• SA Taxi Development Finance; 

• National Taxi Alliance (NTA); 

• Department of Labour (DoL); 

• Department of Transport (DoT); 

• Gauteng Department of Roads and Transport (GDoRT); and 

• Gauteng Provincial Regulatory Entity (GPRE). 

Through engagements with these participants, I discovered that the TRP has had a minimal impact on 

precarious working conditions in the industry. I explain this in the thesis and my other paper. Before I 

discuss the results of negotiating access with the participants, I first outline the methods used to 

negotiate access. 

 

4. Methodology 

This article is a reflection of my experiences in negotiating access in the field during fieldwork and 

data collection for my PhD, in 2018. Negotiating access to the field with the key informants involved 

sending emails and making calls. Once access was approved, I arranged meetings to introduce the 

study and conduct interviews. While access with the key informants was quite straightforward, 

negotiating access was complex in the taxi ranks. In this context, negotiating access moved from 

contacting the taxi bosses—NTA and SANTACO—to the taxi owners, and back to the taxi 

associations—United Taxi Association Front (UTAF)—and the taxi bosses. For the purposes of my 

thesis, I conducted 58 interviews against the target of 56, with the majority of 41 interviews conducted 

in the four main taxi ranks of the City of Johannesburg, namely: Bree taxi rank, Faraday taxi rank, 

Noord taxi rank, and Wanderers taxi rank. 

Therefore, the data for this article are based on my reflections during data collection in Johannesburg. 

Vuban and Eta explain reflection as “the practice of periodically stepping back to ponder the meaning 

of what has recently transpired to ourselves and to others in our immediate environment” (2019, p. 4). 

So, on a daily basis, I had to step back and right reflections on the meaning of negotiating access in the 

taxi ranks and with key informants. Through journaling, I practiced reflection each day (Amulya, 

2011). 

Amulya (2011) explains that journaling is important during the research process as it allows the 

researcher to be reflective. I used fieldnotes to flesh out my experiences with negotiating access to the 

taxi ranks. My challenges with negotiating access in the taxi ranks, discussed below, signify that the 

research process involves overcoming several obstacles, dealing with power relations—that is, dealing 
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with gatekeepers. Therefore, this problematizes the general view that gaining access is a “simple” 

process, by exposing my own uncomfortable encounters during the process. Through offering an 

understanding of the changing nature of gaining access, I “broaden the conceptual and methodological 

scholarship about this process, which often takes a mechanistic, ‘tip-giving’ approach. Instead, I 

highlight the perpetual risk of rejection throughout the process of gaining access and emphasize the 

importance of re-strategizing” (Peticca-Harris et al., 2016, p. 377). 

 

5. Results 

5.1 Negotiating Access in the Field: Key Informants’ Spaces and Taxi Ranks 

Due to the nature of research for my thesis that necessitated that I conduct interviews with different 

stakeholders of the minibus taxi industry, I had to negotiate access in various ways. Accessing the field 

required that I send emails to the key informants: DoT; GDoRT; GPRE; DoL; SATAWU; SA Taxi 

Development Finance; SANTACO and NTA. While negotiation access with the participants from 

“above”—the key informants—I researched on their background information, for example in relation 

to the TRP policy. Access to conducting interviews with the key informants was quite restricted, with 

the need to set appointments with the interviewees. As Gokah (2006, p. 67) states, “because access to 

elites is often restricted, researchers commonly find they need to approach interview subjects well in 

advance and in a formal way, deal with need to approach subjects well in advance and in a formal way, 

deal with problems of incomplete and possibly unrepresentative samples, and gain approval from 

multiple gatekeepers prior to gaining direct contact with potential informants”. In addition, I had 

complications with accessing the report of the TRP review. Negotiating access to this necessitated that I 

lodge a request of the report using the Promotion of Access to Information Act (PAIA) of 2000 to grant 

me access to the report. I sent the request to the Information Officer of the DoT, as per the PAIA. 

Concerning the negotiation of access in taxi ranks, I requested SANTACO and NTA to assist. 

Negotiating access in Bree taxi rank and Faraday taxi rank was particularly a lot of work, where one 

taxi owner refused to sign a consent form and, instead referred me to the Faraday Taxi Association. I 

then had to call the Secretary of the Faraday Taxi Association to arrange for a meeting, in order to 

negotiate access to the taxi rank. He advised that I attend their regional meeting with all the taxi 

associations in attendance in Kliptown, to negotiate access and possible conduct interviews with taxi 

owners. On attending the regional meeting, access to the taxi ranks was not granted. Instead, I was 

referred to the United Taxi Association Front (UTAF). After speaking to the Secretary of the UTAF, he 

referred me to the NTA for further assistance. I then met with the NTA and interviewed its 

Spokesperson. I was advised to go to the taxi ranks and indicate if I am facing any complications. But, 

before I went to the taxi ranks, the Secretary of the NTA asked that I write an MoU (Memorandum of 

Understanding) to confirm that I will not give the information I gather to the competitor—the buses. I 
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then wrote this and sent to the Secretary to sign. 

5.2 Access to the Field Granted: Entering the Spaces from “above” (Key Informants) and Spaces Form 

“below” (Taxi Ranks) 

On gaining access to the spaces of the key informants, one of the experiences of interviewing people in 

positions of power such as the Gauteng Member of the Executive Committee (MEC) for Roads and 

Transport was that of the interview relationship. These people are knowledgeable about the field and 

have “effective communication skills arising from their role as a leader” (Liu, 2018, p. 6). In 

interviewing people in the positions of power, just like (Harvey, 2015), it was important to show that I 

have done my homework on my knowledge of the topic under investigation. Therefore, when access 

was granted to the spaces from above, I prepared for the interviews. 

When access to the spaces was granted from below, I walked around in all taxi ranks introducing 

myself as a PhD student from the University of Johannesburg, conducting research on the impact of 

taxi recapitalisation programme on precarious working conditions within the minibus taxi industry. I 

used my student card and study information sheet to confirm that I am from the University of 

Johannesburg. Although I did not live in Johannesburg during the period of this thesis, I became 

familiar with the taxi ranks through regular visits. At first, some of the participants did not know what 

the TRP was, until I referred to it as a scrapping programme. Some of the gatekeepers within the taxi 

ranks asked questions which required explanation. Cunliffe and Alcadipani (2016, p. 13) calls this “the 

rhetoric access”, where gatekeepers ask the following questions: “what exactly are you doing? What 

resources (time, money, space, etc.) will this require? How will it benefit us? What will happen to the 

data you get? And how can you possibly explain what we are doing?” (Cunliffe & Alcadipani, 2016, p. 

13). Even though some of these questions were covered in the participant’s information sheets and 

consent forms, it was not easy to get access granted right away. Therefore, getting access granted was 

not just about presenting a proposal for my thesis and getting it accepted by the Higher Degrees 

Committee/Ethics Committee, it was also about connecting to the taxi ranks and key informants. It 

required that I provide a detailed explanation of what I was doing. 

While I was an educated black man who was an “outsider” in the taxi ranks, being able to speak Xhosa, 

Zulu and Sotho gave me an advantage to the participants. Speaking these languages helped in the 

process of building trust with the participants. The advantages of being able to speak these languages 

was particularly important considering language is a barrier for most researchers who mediate this 

“through the use of a translator or interpreter” (Squires, 2009, p. 277). While I was able to speak these 

languages, I had to translate the transcripts for the purposes of data analysis. 

Therefore, gaining access to the field if more than being permitted to the taxi ranks, it also involves 

access to the minds of the participants. In other words, the ability to converse with them in their 

language comfortable space and language. 
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5.3 Interacting with the Participants 

While access to the field was granted, I had to negotiate access to conversing with the participants. This 

involved convincing the participants to participate, through explanation and information sheets, to 

asking participants to sign consent forms as per the requirement of the study and asking to record the 

interviews. The main challenge was with conducting interviews with the taxi owners who were very 

reluctant to participate for fears of saying something wrong that would get them into trouble. While I 

interviewed taxi owners, taxi drivers and taxi marshals, I also interviewed the key informants. This data 

collection experience described as “studying up” as well as down (Galliher, 1980, p. 298). In 

interviewing elites in departments and organisations, I had to make preparations; gaining access and 

establishing trust. Liu defines elite as referring to “different people or things depending upon the area in 

which the term is being studies” (2018, p. 1). One of the experiences of interviewing people in 

positions of power such as the Gauteng MEC for Roads and Transport was that of the interview 

relationship. These people are knowledgeable about the field and have “effective communication skills 

arising from their role as a leader” (Liu, 2018, p. 6). In interviewing people in the positions of power, 

just like Harvey (2015), it was important to show that I have done my homework on my knowledge of 

the topic under investigation. 

Through my data collection experience in the taxi ranks, I gained an understanding of the nature of 

work in these spaces. This understanding is what Jana defines at the “the knowledge and insight that 

the researcher develops during the research process” (1993, p. 434). However, while conversing with 

the participants in the taxi ranks to gain an understanding of precarity, they were uncomfortable talking 

about their salaries—their monthly income. Following this, I had to be careful of what Randall and 

Koppenhaver regard as “flawed assumption that everything can be talked about. There may well be 

certain subjects which people are not only prohibited from discussing but which they are discouraged 

from thinking” (2004, p. 74). Certainly, the silence of some participants on the conversation about their 

monthly income did not mean that they considered the topic as unimportant. It just meant that they 

considered it as a topic that cannot be discussed with anyone from outside the taxi ranks. This made 

access to the minds of the participants quite complicated.  

To overcome the methodological challenges of asking “sensitive” questions during the interviews with 

taxi drivers, taxi marshals and taxi owners, I introduced demographic questionnaires. The purpose of 

the demographic questionnaires is to gain background information about the participants (Randall & 

Koppenhaver, 2004). Therefore, in order to gain background information about the participants in the 

taxi ranks, my demographic questionnaires had the following sections: 
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• Question about the category of participants—whether a participant is a taxi owner, taxi 

driver or taxi marshal. 

• Demographic information on gender, age, language, nationality, and highest level of 

qualification. 

• Questions on the employment status of participants—whether they are full-time; 

part-time; or self-employed. 

• Question on whether participants have a contract of employment. 

• Lastly, a question about the monthly income of participants. This has three 

categories—monthly salary bands—below R5000; between R5000 and R10 000; and 

above R10 000. 

The demographic questionnaires revealed that most of the participants were male—with only one 

female—and from South Africa. This suggested that the industry is a male dominated industry as 

revealed by the literature (Sauti, 2006). Participants were between the age of 25 and 73; most 

completed secondary school and some with primary school. Also, most participants were full-time and 

some self-employed, with the former mostly taxi drivers and taxi marshals, and the latter being taxi 

owners. All participants did not have a contract of employment. In addition, the monthly income for all 

taxi drivers was less than R5000 a month; and for taxi marshals it was mostly between R5000 and R10 

000. For the taxi owners, the monthly income was between R5000 and R10 000 or more. However, 

while the demographic questionnaires revealed this information about the participants, it is important to 

note that some participants were comfortable to mention their income—as discussed in the finding 

chapters. Taxi drivers mentioned that they are paid approximately R500 weekly but noted that this 

fluctuates every week depending on the taxi fares they generate. I explain this condition in my next 

article on precarious labour conditions in the minibus taxi industry. For the purposes of my thesis, it 

was important that I maintain access throughout the research process. 

5.4 Maintaining Access throughout the Research Process 

Developing relationships with the key role players in the taxi ranks was important for both gaining and 

maintaining access. Like Cunliffe and Alcadipani (2016), who proposed that the researcher-research 

participant relationship can be viewed from three perspectives—in in instrumental, transactional, and 

relational ways, it was important that established rapport with the participants. From an instrumental 

perspective, Cunliffe and Alcadipani argue that “the researcher perceives herself or himself as a neutral 

investigator who does not get involved with, nor disclose personal information to, research ‘subjects’ 

(the people to be studied) because that may bias the research and academic outcomes (journal 

publications, etc.)” (2016, p. 8). Therefore, in requesting access to the participants for my research, I 

contacted and engaged them, and created their desire for the research outcomes—the product. This was 

important for the purposes of maintaining access with the participants (Ngcwangu, 2016). 
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The transactional perspective is concerned with creating reciprocity between researcher and 

participants, “where access is granted based on offering something of value to the organization in 

exchange for data collection” (Cunliffe & Alcadipani, 2016, p. 8). However, while Cunliffe and 

Alcadipani rightly point out that participants grant access based on offering something of value to them, 

this was not the case for my thesis. The participants did not expect that I offer them something before 

granting access. This implies that participants are critical to the success of a research project (Vuban & 

Eta, 2019). 

For the purposes of my thesis, I developed working relationships with the participants. This is in 

correspondence to the relational perspective where “the nature of the relationship between researcher 

and research participants (people with multiple interests engaged in the research) is about developing 

relationships characterized by integrity and mutuality and holding oneself morally accountable to 

others” (Cunliffe & Alcadipani, 2016, p. 9). Throughout my research process, I maintained a level of 

trust and recognition of the participants. The following section discusses these results in 

correspondence to the literature in order to fill the noticed gaps. 

 

6. Discussion 

The preceding sections are intrinsically-linked—the review of literature presented gaps to be filled; 

methodology outlined how I sought filling these gaps and the results filled these gaps. For example, 

while Nipha (2016, p. 7) stated his study used “a mixed research method”, it is not clear how he 

negotiated access in the field to conduct interviews. This article, therefore, fills this gap by outlining the 

experiences of negotiating access in the field—an uncomfortable process. A process full of 

contradictions—“yes”, “no”, “maybe”, and “questions” from participants. The results section 

demonstrates that negotiating access in the field for the purposes of conducting qualitative or 

quantitative research can be daunting and with many challenges (Peticca-Harris et al., 2016). The 

process can be continuous throughout the entire duration of the data-gathering process. Therefore, it is 

important to ensure that there is good relation with research participants. During my data collection in 

the taxi ranks, it was important that I study the social structure of the ranks in order to navigate through 

the system. I had to study the structures or locations of the four main taxi ranks in Johannesburg. 

Negotiating access to the field is, therefore, not something that is “negotiated once and settled for the 

whole fieldwork” (Laryea & Hughes, p. 2). 

Like Ngcwangu (2016, p. 148) who stated that “accessing the field a departure from conventional 

methods of calling up or emailing a potential interviewee”, my negotiation for access in the field 

involved various ways outlined in Table 1 above. Therefore, negotiating access required different 

activities beyond the formal way of accessing interviewees outlined in the study information sheets. In 

negotiating access in the field, I moved from formal access in the form of making calls, sending emails, 
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signing of consent forms to continued access and mental access. That is, I moved from physical access 

to continued and mental access. Gummesson (2000) defines physical access as the ability to get close 

to the participant of the study. That is, my ability to get close to the key informants, taxi owners, taxi 

marshals and taxi drivers. Continued access is the process of maintaining a continuous physical access 

to the context of the study (Laurila, 1997). While I was not in Johannesburg fulltime at the time of my 

data collection, I maintained continued access with the key informants and taxi bosses. The continued 

access with the key informants involved requesting documents (such as the report of the TRP review) 

from the Director of the Taxi Industry Development in the DoT. During my data collection, I was also 

invited by the SANTACO leadership to make a presentation of my study in their workshop. At the 

meeting, access to the taxi ranks was granted including the possibility of interviewing the President of 

the SANTACO, Mr Philip Taaibosch. The invitation to participate in the workshop was the need to 

know more about the study before granting access—what Cunliffe and Alcadipani (2016) calls a 

“rhetoric access”. Through the workshop, I maintained a continued access to the taxi ranks. 

Another important form of access is mental access. According to Gummesson (2000), mental access is 

the ability of the participants to understand the purpose of the research and why particular questions are 

asked. Therefore, while gaining mental access from some participants was not cumbersome, this 

proved complicated in the context of most participants in the taxi ranks where one question was 

considered as sensitive. This was a question about their salaries so as to understand the precariousness 

industry. Therefore, gaining mental access is presented with complications that necessitates considering 

different methods of asking questions that are considered sensitive. In this context, it is important that 

researchers establish rapport between them and participants (Laurila, 1997). 

Therefore, any future research—including research on the Fourth Industrial Revolution (often referred 

to as Revolution 4.0) should take my findings into account. For example, in order to understand the 

impact of the often referred to as Revolution 4.0 on employment, researchers will need to consider 

issues of negotiating access in the field seriously. 

 

7. Contribution to the Conceptual and Methodological Literature 

Therefore, this article contributes to the literature on negotiating access to the field for qualitative 

research. The conceptual clarity of “access in the field” has been subject to analysis, given the immense 

range of activities it is said to incorporate. It is worth noting that there is little literature presenting the 

different activities that negotiating access in the field involves. This is partly because researchers mostly 

follow the formal access as required by the Ethics Committees in different universities but fail to account 

of different activities that access includes. 

In addition to conceptual contribution, this article is also making a methodological contribution by noting 

that conducing interviews, for example, does not happen on a one-way street. It occurs in a complex 
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setting, with different views of what is considered right or wrong. Therefore, negotiating access in the 

field should be viewed “as a process and not an activity” (Gokah, 2005, p. 67). While researchers may 

construct questions and consider such questions as useful to gain valid responses, the participants are 

likely to find these sensitive—in other words, as uncomfortable to talk about with anyone. This present 

challenges for researchers and the need to rethink their research methods. It is clear from my 

experiences—as outlined in the results—that negotiating access to the field involves logistical and 

ethical considerations. The logistical challenge is related to the validity and credibility of the research 

process. This is about fairness and maintenance of standards. 

 

8. Study Limitations 

Of the four taxi ranks in Johannesburg, my study aimed to negotiate access and conduct interviews with 

three taxi owners, two taxi marshals, and five taxi drivers per taxi rank. However, out of all the taxi 

ranks data collection was conducted, a total of nine taxi owners were interviewed against a target of 

twelve. This is because taxi owners displayed unwillingness to participate in the study for fear of 

saying something wrong. They kept on referring me to those in leadership within the industry. 

Therefore, NTA and UTAF assisted with accessing and inviting taxi owners to participate. Also, some 

taxi marshals mentioned that they did not have time to talk to me—hence making it difficult to 

negotiate access. For example, out of all the taxi ranks a total of six taxi marshals were interviewed 

against a target of right. So, while physical access was granted, it was still difficult to talk to some of 

the participants. The only target exceeded was that of the taxi drivers, where a total of twenty-six taxi 

drivers were interviewed against a target of twenty. This was because taxi drivers showed willingness 

to grant access to interest in bettering their working conditions. 

 

9. Conclusion 

Negotiating access to the field forms an integral part of conducting research using both qualitative and 

quantitative research methods. Access is more than the formal access required by the Ethics 

Committees in universities. It is complex—involves different activities in the research process. 

Therefore, is important that researcher take this into account when conducting research and make use 

of different strategies when negotiating access to the field. This applies to all researchers in the North 

and Global South. In other words, the experiences of conversing with the precariat should not only be 

considered from the lens of the Northern hemisphere, but also the Southern hemisphere. 

 

 

 

 



www.scholink.org/ojs/index.php/wjssr               World Journal of Social Science Research                Vol. 6, No. 4, 2019 

 
517 

Published by SCHOLINK INC. 

 

Acknowledgement 

I am most grateful to my participants for granting access and consent to the study. I would like to 

acknowledge my supervisors, Prof Ashwin Desai and Dr Siphelo Ngcwangu, for being supportive 

through the entire research process and for motivating me that I write this article. I will forever be 

grateful to my fiancée, Anesipho Klaas, for her amazing support.  

 

Funding 

My research was supported by the funding from the National Research Foundation (NRF). 

 

Conflict of Interest 

I do not have conflict of interest to declare. 

 

References 

Amulya, J. (2011). What is Reflective Practice? Retrieved from 

https://www.communityscience.com/images/file/What%20is%20Reflective%20Practice.pdf 

Azungah, T. (2019). Challenges in accessing research sites in Ghana: A research note. Qual. Res. 

Organ. Manag. https://doi.org/10.1108/QROM-07-2018-1671 

Baloyi, M. (2012). The impact of the taxi recapitalisation programme on the south african taxi industry: 

A case study of greater mankweng taxi association in capricorn district, limpopo province. 

(Masters Thesis, Master of Administration (Public Administration)). University of Limpopo, 

Limpopo. 

Bristow, R. A. (2015). My City or Their City? A case study of the Imizamo Yethu taxi industry and the 

MyCiti bus services in Hout Bay (Master’s Mini Thesis). University of the Western Cape, Cape 

Town, South Africa. 

Clark, T. (2012). and Challenge the Relationship between Gatekeepers and Researchers Gaining and 

Maintaining Access: Exploring the Mechanisms that Support. Qualitative Social Work, 10(4), 

485-502. https://doi.org/10.1177/1473325009358228 

Cunliffe, A. L., & Alcadipani, R. (2016). The Politics of Access in Fieldwork: Immersion, Backstage 

Dramas, and Deception. Organizational Research Methods, 1-27. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/1094428116639134 

Galliher, J. F. (1980). Social Scientists’ Ethical Responsibilities to Superordinates: Looking Upward 

Meekly. Oxford University Press, 27(3), 298-308. https://doi.org/10.1525/sp.1980.27.3.03a00050 

Gokah, T. (2006). The Naïve Researcher: Doing Social Research in Africa. International Journal of 

Social Research Methodology, 9(1), 61-73. https://doi.org/10.1080/13645570500436163 

Gummesson, E. (2000). Qualitative Methods in Management Research. Sage, London. 



www.scholink.org/ojs/index.php/wjssr               World Journal of Social Science Research                Vol. 6, No. 4, 2019 

 
518 

Published by SCHOLINK INC. 

 

Harvey, W. S. (2015). Strategies for conducting elite interviews. 

Hayes, H. (2005). Gaining Access to Data Sources in Statutory Social Work Agencies: The Long and 

Winding Road. The British Journal of Social Work, 35(7), 1193-1202. 

https://doi.org/10.1093/bjsw/bch295 

Jana, B. (1993). Methodological Issues and Practices in Qualitative Research. The University of 

Chicago Press, 63(4), 31-449. https://doi.org/10.1086/602620 

Laurila, J. (1997). Promoting Research Access and Informant Rapport in Corporate Settings: Notes 

from Research on a Crises Company. Scand. J. Manag., 13, 407-418. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/S0956-5221(97)00026-2 

Laryea, S., & Hughes, W. (n.d.). Negotiating Access Into Firms: Obstacles and Strategies. 

Liu, X. (2018). Interviewing Elites: Methodological Issues Confronting a Novice. International 

Journal of Qualitative Methods, 17, 1-9. https://doi.org/10.1177/1609406918770323 

Manderson, L., & Wilson, R. P. (1998). Negotiating with Communities: The Politics and Ethics of 

Research. Hum. Organ., 57, 215-216. https://doi.org/10.17730/humo.57.2.jj230j7031651058 

Mashishi, S. (2011). The Taxi Recapitalization Programme: Some perceptions of the Taxi Associations 

in Temba (Master of Commerce in Transport Economics). University of Johannesburg, 

Johannesburg. 

Mmadi, M. M. (2012). Mobile workplace: Work conditions and family life of taxi drivers (Magister 

Societatis Scientiae in Industrial Sociology and Labour Studies In the Department of Sociology). 

University of Pretoria, Pretoria. 

Mosomane, J. S. (2014). Non-compliance implications of the decent work indicators within the 

Gauteng retail sector (Masters Thesis in the field of Public Policy). University of the 

Witwatersrand, Johannesburg. 

Moyake, M. S. (2006). A critical analysis of the process of taxi recapitalisation policy (Master’s Thesis 

in Development and Management in the Department of Public Management and Administration). 

North-West University, North West. 

Ngcwangu, S. U. (2016). A Sociological assessment of South Africa’s skills development regime: 

1990-2008 (A thesis submitted to the Faculty of Humanities, University of Johannesburg, in 

fulfilment of the requirements for the Degree of Doctor of Literature and Philosophy in Sociology). 

University of Johannesburg, Johannesburg. 

Nipha, S. (2016). The contribution of the minibus (taxi) industry in alleviating the problems associated 

with public transportation: The case of uMhlathuze Local Municipality (In partial fulfilment of the 

Master’s degree in Town and Regional Planning (MTRP) School of Built Environment and 

Development Studies). University of Kwazulu-Natal, Howard College Campus, Durban. 

 



www.scholink.org/ojs/index.php/wjssr               World Journal of Social Science Research                Vol. 6, No. 4, 2019 

 
519 

Published by SCHOLINK INC. 

 

Ntuli, S. (2015). Investigating the Impact of the Trp on the Transport Industry: A Case Study of the 

Warwick Avenue Taxi Rank in the Ethekwini Municipality (Master’s Thesis in Public Policy). 

University of Kwazulu-Natal, KZN. 

Okumus, F., Altinay, L., & Roper, A. (2006). Gaining Access for Research Reflections from Experience. 

Annals. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.annals.2006.07.006 

Peticca-Harris, A., deGama, N., & Elias, S. (2016). Dynamic process model for finding informants and 

gaining access in qualitative research. Organizational Research Methods, 19(3), 376-401. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/1094428116629218 

Ping-Chun, H. (2015). Pursuing Qualitative Research from the Global South: “Investigative Research” 

During China’s “Great Leap Forward” (1958-62), 16(3), 1-24. 

Randall, S., & Koppenhaver, T. (2004). Qualitative data in demography: The sound of silence and other 

problems. Demographic Research, 11(3), 57-94. https://doi.org/10.4054/DemRes.2004.11.3 

Riese, J. (2018). What is “access” in the R context of qualitative research? Qualitative Research, 1-16. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/1468794118787713 

Sauti, G. (2006). Minibus Taxi Drivers Are They All “children Born from the Same Mother?’’ (Masters 

in Social Anthropology). University of the Witwatersrand, Johannesburg. 

Squires, A. (2009). Methodological Challenges in Cross-Language Qualitative Research: A Research 

Review. Int J Nurs Stud, 46(2), 277-287. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijnurstu.2008.08.006 

Vuban, J. A., & Eta, E. A. (2019). Negotiating access to research sites and participants within an 

African context: The case of Cameroon. Research Ethics, 15(1), 1-23. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/1747016118798874 

Woolf, S. E. (2013). South African Taxi Hand Signs Documenting the History and Significance of Taxi 

Hand Signs Through Anthropology and Art, Including the Invention of a Tactile Shape-Language 

for Blind People (A THESIS Submitted To The Faculty Of Humanities, University Of The 

Witwatersrand, Johannesburg, In Fulfillment Of The Requirements For The Degree Of Doctor Of 

Philosophy). University of Witwatersrand, Johannesburg. 


