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ABSTRACT

The intention of this thesis is to use a critical feminist theoretical framework to explore the
relationship between government ideology, child care subsidy policies and services and the
materialities of women’s lives. This exploration is undertaken by:

e Comparing child care subsidy policies and services in California and Australia.

e Focusing on the experiences and accounts of women service users in California and

Australia.

These aims are consistent with feminist literature that encourages researchers to look for
emerging representations of child care, and also to position child care issues in a range of

gender equity and social justice discourses.

Critical feminist theory informs all aspects of the study. It provides the context for framing the
topic, choosing the methodology, and the analytical lens used for the interpretation of the
literature and the data. The methodology is micro-level, cross-national comparative and

qualitative. This study relies on in-depth interviewing as the primary data gathering method.

Qualitative, cross-national comparative research that values feminist theorising provides a
unique opportunity to explore child care policy. This study demonstrated that the ideologies that
benefit patriarchy are embedded in subsidised child care policies and are active cross-nationally.
In this study the impact of these ideologies differed only in degree, not in the patriarchal intent

of the policies.

The women’s material lives were shaped in different ways by their respective subsidy contexts.
For the Californian women, accessing a scarce residual service required them to be highly
resourceful. They were not able to choose the child care they preferred, change their child care
arrangements if dissatisfied with the quality, or pursue employment advancement because the
additional income would preclude subsidy access. The Australian women saw their semi-
universal subsidy service as an entitlement. The higher levels of subsidy meant they were more
able than the Californian women to choose the care arrangement they preferred. In reality,
though, infant and community based child care were difficult to access, the cost of care was a
significant issue for middle-income women, and the women spent a substantial amount of time

and effort locating quality care they could afford.

The women’s lives were also shaped by their experiences of poverty, racism, individualism and
sexism. Their vulnerability to these forms of oppression was increased by the use of subsidy

services. The Californian women recognised their disadvantage due to class and race and



vii

actively resisted the construction of themselves implicit in these forms of oppression. The
Australian women did not identify class and race as forms of oppression related to their use of
subsidy. However, the semi-universal nature of child care subsidy provided the Australian
women with the illusion of choice and obscured aspects of the system that reinforced
conservative roles for women. Whilst the residual Californian subsidy service foregrounded
oppression based on race and class, it obscured the respondents’ ability to conceptualise their
experiences as gendered. For both groups of women their gendered disadvantage was rendered
invisible by neo-liberal individualism and therefore difficult to identify and actively resist.
Nevertheless and despite these barriers, both groups of women recognised that child care
subsidy services were not provided to meet the needs of women. They believed policy makers
were selfishly motivated and concerned with maintaining their own positions of power and

privilege.

This study reinforces the value of critical feminist theorising that identifies the ideologies
embedded in social policies. Placing women’s experience at the centre of this policy analysis
revealed the effects of ideological decision making on the materiality of women’s lives. This
thesis provides a strong endorsement for the engagement of feminist policy makers and
members of the women’s movement with child care policy. Without this feminist engagement
the mechanisms of patriarchal power, implicit in social policy, will remain obscured and

unchallenged.
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PART ONE: THE STUDY

CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCING THE THESIS
It is important that the imaginative centring of child care issues in a range of
social justice and gender equity discourses should continue (Fincher, 1996,
p. 166).

It is a critical time for child care subsidy policy and services in California and Australia. A
sense of urgency informs the lobbying by American child care advocates and women’s policy
organizations: “Senators must hear from you about the importance of child care funds to help
families work and children succeed!” (National Women's Law Center, 2004, p. 1). The Federal
Child Care and Development Block Grant (CCDBG) reauthorisation is three years late and the
President’s “... proposed budget for the CCDBG ... would result in over 300,000 fewer
children receiving child care help by 2009” (Blank, 2005, p. 7). The fiscal crisis faced by the
American States means money for child care subsidies and child care provider support is being
squeezed (Child Care Action Campaign, 2003). In California in 2004, 280,000 children were on
waiting lists for child care subsidies (Schulman and Blank, 2004). Hundreds of thousands of
American women cannot choose to place their children in affordable, quality and accessible

child care.

In an Australian newspaper Babette Francis (2003) claimed that “... child care is not a
‘women’s issue” (p. 1). A review of the major parties’ policy platforms reveals the unfortunate
truth of this claim — child care policy statements are embedded in ‘family’ policy documents
(Liberal Party, 2001; Crean, 2002). At the 2003 International Women’s and Gender Studies
Conference in Brisbane a delegate expressed concern over the lack of feminist engagement with
child care issues and compared the current state of child care policy and services to watching a
slow motion train wreck. Anne Summers (2003b) says: “There is, in fact, a child care crisis in
this country” (p. 4). Perhaps the most telling statement about the current position of child care in
Australia was made by Larry Anthony, a recent ex Federal Minister for Children and Youth
Affairs. When questioned by the press about his appointment as a director of ABC Learning,
Australia’s largest private child care company, his response was: “I’m delighted to be joining
ABC Learning centres as a non-executive director. | think they’re a very well-run company,
they’ve got good management, and it’s a good product” (Anthony, 2005, p. 1). Child care in
Awustralia has become a commaodity, a private enterprise where federal child care subsidies are

used to fuel the record profits of child care companies.



The Australian and American child care financing stories are in many ways different (Brennan,
1998). Their historical journeys and their service delivery systems are different, but at their
ideological core they may be very similar. In both countries child care has moved from the
private world to the public agenda “... politicising previously depoliticised need ... moving into
the terrain of the social” (Fraser, 1989, p. 175). What does this mean for Californian and
Australian women? How are they negotiating these policy contexts and making sense of a
service that is a large part of their lives but is not publicly acknowledged as their own? What
can be learned from their diverse experiences, and can a clearer understanding of the political
location of child care and the way it is financed provide an opportunity for effective future

policy planning?

At a broader level, social policy discourses reinforce the invisibility of women. There is no
public linking of women’s needs to the provision of the services that have a great impact on
their lives. Women are told that they have equality and that “...realist women have never
thought of (them)selves as ‘unequal’” (Francis, 2003, p. 1). Joanne Baker (2003) argues that this
social context is shaped by a neo-liberal ideology, pervasive in both Australia and America, that
promotes “... the privileging of decontextualised narratives that emphasise self-determination
and the elevation of personal choice over considerations of collective good” (p. 1). In this neo-
liberal context the emphasis on individual choice means the experiences of ‘women’ are

negated and depoliticised, and personal experience is isolated from the social structures that

continue to benefit from sexism.

| have begun this chapter by focusing on the immediate child care financing and policy
dilemmas facing Australia and California. In the following sections | will provide the
biographical context of my thesis topic, articulate the research aims, and define child care
subsidy and the assumptions that underpin this thesis. | will also outline the critical feminist

theoretical framework that has informed all aspects of this research project.

Topic Selection and Biographical Context

“The point is that academic research projects bear an intimate relationship to the researcher’s
life ... Personal dramas provoke ideas that generate books and research projects” (Oakley, 1979,
p. 4). As this statement was true for Ann Oakley, providing the inspiration for her research
project, documented in From Here to Maternity, so it is that my life circumstances provided
inspiration for this research project. | gained a unique perspective on services in California and
Australia by working in child care service planning and using a variety of child care options in
both countries. My involvement with a Californian state funded ‘workfare’ program particularly

highlighted the situation of welfare ‘dependent’ mothers struggling to enter the workforce



without the support of adequate child care subsidies. Comparatively, Australian subsidised

services appeared comprehensive and accessible.

My work experience in the child care field started in 1986 in a Child Care Resource and
Referral Agency in California. The Agency had contracted with the State of California to
provide child care referrals to the recipients of Aid to Families with Dependant Children
(AFDC), who were mandated under the Greater Avenues to Independence (GAIN) program to
undertake training in preparation for entering the workforce (Time Inc., 1985; Californian State
Legislature, 1992). GAIN met the costs of participants’ child care for one year after which time
parents were expected to pay the full cost of care (Californian State Legislature, 1992). We
planned for this by encouraging mothers to place their children’s names on waiting lists for
subsidised child care, at child care centres with subsidised slots or with alternative payment
programs. Inevitably the state child care payment time limit would be reached and children’s
names were far from the top of the waiting lists for subsidised care. In many cases mothers
could not meet the full cost of child care and their jobs and training opportunities were lost.
Mothers returned to AFDC and were again mandated to participate in the GAIN program. An
inadequate child care funding system had failed these women when they needed it most.

My daughter was born in California in 1990. As my husband was a student, and we largely
relied on my income, | returned to part-time work when my daughter was five weeks old. She
was enrolled in a parent participation child care centre five afternoons per week. | remember
that the care cost was US$450.00 per month, almost half of my take home salary. We received
no direct assistance with the cost of this care from the state. We returned to Australia in 1992,
and soon after | was employed part-time in the child care service planning area. My experience
in Australia of more affordable, government subsidised child care contrasted with my expensive
American experience. In subsequent years, and since the birth of my second child, | have used
and continue to use a range of subsidised child care options; occasional care, family day care,
long day care, after school care and vacation care. In Australia affordable child care was
available to support me whether | needed parenting respite, was undertaking university study, or

working full or part-time.

I have reflected on and sought to make sense of these diverse experiences and their impact on
my life circumstances and these reflections have influenced the choice of my research topic
(Glesne and Peshkin, 1992). Catherine Day (2001) refers to topic selection as a process
involving choices; to choose to focus on one area and not another, to privilege one view and not
another. Alan Peshkin (2001) also examines the role of subjectivity in the topic selection

process. He claims that research topics are shaped by our subjectivity and that our subjectivity is



influenced by our experiences. The researcher’s theoretical perspective is also relevant to topic
selection. Feminist researchers should reflect on their theoretical assumptions and frameworks,
and be aware that these are not separate entities “... but are constantly intertwined within the
research process” (Edwards and Ribbons, 1998, p. 1). As a feminist researcher | am encouraged
to engage in “... critical reflexivity about particular choices” (Day, 2001, p. 116), and |
therefore acknowledge the interplay of my experience, subjectivity and theoretical perspective

on the framing of my research questions.

Research Aims and Objectives

Ruth Fincher (1996) encourages researchers to formulate broad questions about child care
services. She argues researchers have become too focused on the operational details of child
care and too remote from the big issues. Further, she argues that it is a “... feminist priority to
know whether and how provisions of national states can be beneficial to a diverse range of users
of child care” (p. 166). Documentation is needed to help ascertain “... whether or how the
conservative alternative of withdrawal (or minimisation) of government support of child care
may be worse for users of child care (women in particular) than the centralised ... form of state

intervention in child care that presently exist” (Fincher, 1996, p. 166).

O’Connor, Orloff and Shaver (1999) also provide encouragement for international comparative
research that focuses on the welfare state and gender, arguing that a comparative analysis forces
the researcher to abandon preconceived notions about individual welfare states: “We have
broken with the common practice of individual scholars analysing their own countries” (p. 10).
This point is further emphasised by noting that comparative studies are particularly relevant in
the beginning of the new century where a comprehensive mapping of social policy patterns is
becoming more relevant: “... it is important also to investigate not only state-market relations,
but also ways in which states interact with families, both in terms of provisioning and services
and of regulation, as well as how states mediate between families and markets (for example,

income maintenance programs)” (O’Connor et al., 1999, p. 13).

The intention of my thesis is, therefore, to use a critical feminist theoretical framework to
explore the relationship between government ideology, child care subsidy policies and services,
and the materialities of women’s lives. | will undertake this exploration by:

e Comparing child care subsidy policies and services in California and Australia.

e Focusing on the experiences and accounts of women service users in California and

Australia.



A comparative study of California and Australia provided an opportunity to examine two
services that differ at the service policy and implementation levels and may therefore shape
women’s lives in very different ways. | have chosen an American state, California, as one of the
research sites, and Australia as the other research site. | made this decision for two reasons.
Firstly, in America child care subsidy services are funded and administered at a state level,
while similar services in Australia are funded and administered federally (Brennan, 1998). It
would be beyond the scope of this study to compare the Australian subsidy system to 50
American state systems. Secondly, my personal history has informed the choices of California
and Australia. Working and living in both locations provided opportunities to access sites with

the advantage of local knowledge in both contexts (Glesne and Peshkin, 1992).

Subsidised Child Care as a Key Site

I have chosen subsidised child care as a key site in the examination of the relationship between
ideologically informed policy making on the material lives of women. This section provides
justification for the choice of this site. Subsidised child care is a key site for understanding the
complexities of ideological impact on women’s lives for the following reasons. Child care
services are positioned at the nexus of women's participation in the public and private spheres.
Bennett (2001) argues that "... child care reflects the high degree of ambiguity that the welfare
state holds for women ... it reflects the degree to which women are subordinate as citizens and
relegated to the private domain as it suits the goals of the state" (p. 35). Child care subsidy is the
primary mechanism for public funding of child care in both Australia and California and is,
therefore, central to the state’s relationship with child care — it is a point of articulation between

child care services and the state.

Though the United States and Australia have both been identified as liberal welfare regimes,
defined by O'Connor et al. (1999) as having a “... restricted role for the state in the provision of
income services, relative to markets and employers ...” (p. 3), subsidised child care policy in
Australia is an exception to this liberal welfare regime category (Michel, 1999). Graycar and
Jamrozik (1993) define Australian child care subsidy as a primary welfare provision as opposed
to safety net service. Brennan (1998) supports this categorisation maintaining that child care
subsidies in Australia are not “... restricted to those deemed ‘needy’; rather, services accept
users from a range of socio-economic backgrounds and charge fees which are related to family
income” (p. 5). Child care is seen as part of the social wage. Conversely, in countries such as
the USA and Britain, identified by O’Connor et al. (1999) as promoting maximum private
responsibility, governments seek “... to provide a “safety net’ of child care service for the

poorest families” (p. 154). Child care subsidy constitutes, therefore, a possible site of real



difference, enabling an effective examination of the impact of differing ideological contexts on

women’s material lives.

Definitions and Assumptions

For the purposes of this research project | have made the following assumptions:

Child care subsidy refers to direct payments made by governments (federal, state,
county or local) to parents or child care providers for the specific use of formal or
approved informal child care services. Though | refer to child care tax credits in this

thesis, the impact of this form of subsidy has not been the focus of this research project.

I acknowledge that child care subsidies are implicitly problematic. Their very existence
is based upon conservative assumptions about the responsibilities of the state and the
responsibilities of women. The provision of child care subsidies by governments
assumes that the role of the state is to assist women with their responsibility to meet the
cost of child care. If the opposite position were true child care subsidies would not exist
— governments would assume that it was their responsibility to meet universally the full

cost of accessible, quality child care services.

It is also not my intention to focus on a simple top down model of ideological influence
that assumes that women service users are entirely powerless and acted upon. Rather |
assume that women service users are capable of resistance, challenging and affecting
the system within which they exist. Dalton, Draper, Weeks and Wiseman (1996)
support acknowledgment of this more complex view; “... the dominant view of policy
is that it all happens “up there’. ... social policy debates and contests occur in many

different locations with many different contributors” (p. xii).

Neither do I assume that women’s experience is universal, and | further acknowledge
that many women negotiate multiple oppressions. Resisting sexism is not a priority for
all women and in many women’s lives negotiating contexts shaped by race and class
may be the reality of their experience. Collins refers to the “... outsider within ... the
white middle class feminists who over generalised without reference to the diversity of
women’s lives” (in Hesse-Biber and Yaiser, 2004, p. 101). My unearned privilege as a
white woman, claiming to be a feminist researcher, could lead to the obscuring of
difference in my own research: “Asking ‘which women’ is one of the ways that
researchers can shed light upon social structures, institutions and systems that otherwise
might be difficult to see” (Hesse-Biber and Yaiser, 2004, p. 103).



Originality and Significance

This thesis makes an original and significant contribution to the knowledge and understanding
of women’s studies. This thesis is original for three reasons — topic uniqueness, and the
methodological and theoretical approaches | have chosen. A micro-level cross-national
comparative study that focuses on women’s qualitative experiences of using child care subsidy
services appears to be a unique research endeavour. | have reviewed relevant literature and
concluded that my study will fill a gap in the literature and move beyond existing findings. My
critical feminist theoretical framework also provides an uncommon angle of vision. | have
chosen a “... planned way of perceiving... of consciously selecting a lens, for its potential to
explore and thereby enhance our research understandings” (Peshkin, 1998, p. 408). My research
focus, methodology and theoretical stance will together contribute to feminist knowledge by
exploring, in an original way, women’s social realities and also how social policies act to “...

reproduce male domination and female subordination” (Meehan, 1995, p. 1).

Theoretical Context
Theory is what provides the moral and political meaning, purpose and value

of experience (Thompson, 2001, p. 34).

This study will rely on a critical feminist approach. This theoretical framework will inform all
aspects of the study. Guba (1990) in his text The Paradigm Dialog explores and defines the
term paradigm using the categories of ontology, epistemology and methodology to make
comparisons between alternative paradigms. Paradigm he defines as “... a basic set of beliefs
that guide action, whether of the everyday garden variety or action taken in connection with a
disciplined inquiry” (p. 17). Guba (1990) compares positivism, post-positivism, constructivism
and critical theory and considers their assumptions about the nature of reality, the role of the
researcher and the purpose of knowledge. Guba’s discussion is about the theory of knowledge,
which Sarantakos (1993) claims has “... influenced the structure, process and direction of social
research ... and provided a theoretical basis (for) the methodologies...” (p. 33). These authors
assume that all research is guided and informed by theoretical knowledge: the researchers’
worldview and their understanding of the nature of reality, the role of the researcher and the
purpose of knowledge. Researchers have not always acknowledged the theoretical assumptions
implicit in their inquiry. Feminist researchers have critiqued positivists for their belief in the
intrinsic neutrality of their perspective (Reinharz, 1992). Feminists assume that theory is
implicit in the research act and to ignore the existence of theoretical assumptions denies the
context and meaning of the research. When the researchers articulate their theoretical
assumptions they acknowledge the existence of a framework in which the research process is

logically situated “... providing a philosophical basis for deciding what kinds of knowledge are



possible and for ensuring that the knowledge is both adequate and legitimate” (Day, 2001, p.
116). The theoretical framework informs all aspects of the research process, providing context

for the framing of the topic, choosing the methodology and analytical lens of interpretation.

Critical theory opposes the positivist paradigm. Critical theorists, such as Horkheimer (writing
in the 1930s and 1940s) critiqued the positivists’ conception of theory which they believed “...
was absolutized, as though it were grounded in the inner nature of knowledge as such or
justified in some ahistorical way, and thus it became a reified, ideological category”
(Horkheimer, 1989, p. 194). Knowledge acquisition, especially in the complex social world,
may not always rely on an accumulation of logical, hypothesized and proven facts. Critical
theorists, whose initial “... imaginary [sic] (was) centred on class” (Fraser, 2003, p. 1),
recognised that scientists are themselves historically and socially situated, and the knowledge
created by scientists is not neutral and apolitical. Individuals are not ‘free’ to act; rather their
actions and reactions to society are positioned in oppressive contexts: “The existence of society
has either been founded directly on oppression or been the blind outcome of conflicting forces,
but in any event not the result of conscious spontaneity on the part of free individuals”
(Horkheimer, 1989, p. 200). ‘Factual’ knowledge, therefore, is mediated through social context
and social context impacts epistemology which “... is historically rooted and interest bound”
(Held, 1980, p. 254).

“The task of critical theory, according to Horkheimer, is to penetrate the world of things to
show the underlying relations between persons” (Aronowitz, 1989, p. xiii). Critical theorists aim
to expose historically situated and prevalent mechanisms of oppression, assuming the existence
of an oppressive and knowable reality. Implicit in this process is “... the theorist’s awareness of
his [sic] own partiality” (Aronowitz, 1989, p. xiii). Further, critical theorists reject the notion of
objectivity arguing that positivists’ false notions of truth are instrumental in legitimising current
systems of power. Focusing on the “... institutions of daily life” (Aronowitz, 1989, p. xvii) is a
central task, with the intention of seeking material freedom, the exposure of power and
domination and the illegitimate use of power (Held, 1980; Fraser, 2003). Critical theorists
engage with ideology to accomplish these tasks. This engagement is relevant to my research
aims: the impact of ideologically informed policy making on the material lives of women.
Ideology is shaped by our current context and knowledge, and insight into ideological identity is
gained by an understanding “... of its social function” (Horkheimer in Held, 1980, p. 186).
Ideologies mask and conceal social contradictions that benefit powerful groups. Ideologies,
which are “...embodied and manifested in social relations” (Held, 1980, p. 186), are formed
from ideas, symbols and worldviews. The role of the critical theorist is to describe the way

ideology distorts social relations. But description alone is not sufficient. The activities of social



institutions should also be critiqued, acknowledging that these critiques are defined by their
time and culture. The ‘truth’ (how things really are) that can be claimed from these critiques
exists within these boundaries, since “... material life sets limits on human understanding”
(Hughes, 2003, p. 160).

I have chosen a theoretical framework for this thesis that is informed by critical and feminist
perspectives, and in the following section | will explore the relationship between these two
perspectives. Agger (1998) positions feminist theory within critical social theory, claiming “...
feminist theory as a legitimate variety of critical social theory ... the foundations of feminist
theories that explain domination in social structural terms” (p. 99). Nancy Fraser (1989) claims
that the strength of critical theory is that it provides a framework of analysis for the issues of the
time. The issue of our time according to feminist theorists is male domination and female
subordination: “A critical social theory frames its research program and its conceptual
framework with an eye to the aims and activities of those oppositional social movements with
which it has a partisan, though not uncritical, identification” (Fraser, 1989, p. 113).

Critical theory has been criticised by feminist theorists for its gender blindness and privileging
of the public sphere. Feminist theorists have sought to place women’s experiences and the
private sphere as central to an understanding of oppression thereby challenging the taken for
granted private/public separation. Fraser (2003) refers to “the ‘labour monism’ of the Frankfurt
School” (p. 7) (of which Horkheimer was a member). The focus of these critical theorists was
class and economic redistribution; the politics of gender were ignored (Agger, 1998). Feminist
theorists responded by positioning sexual politics as central to an understanding of oppression.
Habermas’s post-war theorising on the welfare state provided “... a new diagnosis of late-
capitalist ills: the colonisation of the lifeworld by systems” (Fraser, 2003, p. 8). However,
according to Fraser, the possibilities of Habermas’ critiques were not fully realised because
gender subtexts in social institutions, such as the public and the private, were naturalised.
Feminist theorists seek to centralise gender relationships arguing that these relationships are
politically constructed: “Thus much feminist theory is devoted to clarifying the structure of the
social and political world and the way in which gender functions to produce and reproduce male

domination and female subordination” (Meehan, 1995, p. 1).

The generalised other, implicit in critical theorising, is the object to which rights are attached.

This is a universalist assumption that “... supports Habermas’ notion that there are universally
valid moral laws that attach to all people by virtue of their humanity” (Canaday, 2003, p. 52).

How do feminists reconcile this modernist commitment with “... issues of identity and

difference” (p. 74)? Calhoun (1995) argues that “... the tension between universality and
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difference (is) the central issue informing contemporary debates in social and cultural theory”
(p. xii). Critical feminist theorists have sought to acknowledge difference without embracing the
post-modern disembedded subject. Canady (2003) argues that Nancy Fraser has been able to
explore theoretical positions that acknowledge universality and difference within a critical
feminist theory: “While the politics of redistribution are the politics of universal rights, the

politics of recognition are the politics of concrete, particular needs” (p. 52).

In this section | claim a critical feminist perspective as the theoretical basis of this thesis. This
theoretical framework provides the context for my topic selection, research methodology and
the conceptualisation of the study findings and conclusions. In each section of this thesis | will
draw on this theoretical perspective as the basis for a more chapter relevant use of theoretical

knowledge.

Outline of the Thesis Chapters

In this chapter | have articulated the research question and situated it within the context of my
biography and also within a critical feminist theoretical framework. In Chapter Two:
Methodology | have focused on the issues and dilemmas of qualitative, feminist, cross-national
comparative research. | have also provided detail about the design and implementation of the
study. In the literature review chapter, Historically Rooted and Interest Bound, I have focused
on the history of and the interests associated with child care subsidy policy in California and
Awstralia. | have reviewed other relevant literature in this introductory chapter and also the
findings chapters. | have divided Part Three: Findings and Discussion into four chapters. In the
first of these chapters, Critical Realists: Two Women’s Biographies, | have presented the
biographies of Californian and Australian women who received child care subsidies. | have
focused on the women’s constructions of themselves and their child care need. In Chapter Five:
Child Care Choices in “‘Everyday/Everynight Lives’ | have explored the diverse experiences of
service users, service administrators and policy makers. In this chapter | was particularly
concerned with the way child care subsidy policies shape the material lives of women service
users. In Chapter Six: Responding to Conditions of Domination | have explored the impact of
subsidy policies on women’s construction and positioning of themselves in response to
conditions of domination. In the Summary and Conclusions | have summarised the findings of
the thesis and outlined the original contributions made by this thesis to the body of knowledge. |

have also recommended areas for further research.
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CHAPTER TWO: METHODOLOGY
Feminist scholarship is an exacting terrain that is built on the premise of
challenging hierarchical modes of creating and distributing knowledge.
Feminists employ a variety of strategies for creating knowledge about
women and their social worlds, which often lies hidden from mainstream
society. A feminist approach to knowledge building recognises the central
importance of examining women’s experience. It often takes a critical stance
toward traditional knowledge-building claims that argue for ‘universal
truths’. Research conducted within a feminist framework is attentive to
issues of difference, the questioning of social power, resistance to scientific
oppression, and a commitment to political activism and social injustice
(Hesse-Biber and Yaiser, 2004, p. 3).

This chapter describes the methodology and methods chosen for this research project, and
details the philosophical assumptions | use to inform these choices. | also examine dilemmas
particular to this research. An important aspect of this study is the cross-national comparative

nature of the research with its implications for feminist theorising on the welfare state.

The chapter is divided into four sections. In the first section | discuss Critical Feminist
Research and in the second section Feminist Cross-National Comparative Research. These first
two sections inform the third section of this chapter, Doing Feminist Research. In this section |
focus on the process of designing and doing the research including discussions about ethical
considerations, site selection and gaining access, and data analysis. The final section of this
chapter is concerned with the trustworthiness of the study and to what extent the data constitutes

generalisable knowledge.

Theoretical Knowledge
The point of feminist scholarship is to end the oppression of women. The
purpose of knowledge is empowerment, in the sense of enabling the
purposive action ... This has implications for what we call an adequate
understanding. Social change requires a road map, a theory of what is and
should be (Hesse-Biber and Yaiser, 2004 p. 91).

The critical feminist framework informing this thesis was presented in Chapter One:
Introducing the Thesis. In the following section this theoretical knowledge is used to frame

discussions about critical feminist research.
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Critical Feminist Research

Ann Oakley (1979) was a pioneer in feminist research. Her research in the 1970s, for example
in From Here to Maternity: Becoming a Mother, had clear goals: for women to tell of their own
experiences; to value and share women's knowledge; to explore experiences relevant to
women's lives; to include the personal experience of the researcher; to expose the ideologies
shaping women's experience and to use research "... to have an impact on those who formulate
policy ..." (Oakley, 1979, p. 4). These goals are concerned with making women and their
experiences visible, and also actioning social change (Roberts, 1981). These are the
assumptions that underlie feminist research. Shulamit Reinharz (1992) reminds us, however,
that feminist research is not a single definable entity: "Instead of orthodoxy, feminist research
practices must be recognised as a plurality ... there are women’s ways of knowing™ (p. 4).
Oakley's (1979) early articulation of feminist research goals and also the emphasis on multiple
ways of knowing form the basis of feminist research. Feminist research is not a particular
research methodology or method but is rather a perspective on undertaking research that values
"... the voices of feminist researchers at work and (accepts) their diversity" (Reinharz, 1992, p.
5).

Feminist research methodologies can be quantitative or qualitative and can include methods
such as interviewing, observation, surveys, oral history, experimental research, content analysis,
case studies, and action research (Reinharz, 1992). Ramzanoglu and Holland (2002) note that a
feminist research perspective does not "... prescribe what feminist methods must be..." (p. 1).
These methods are feminist because they are guided and informed by feminist theory. Feminist
theory frames the construction of research questions, the method of data production, and
provides a lens through which to analyse and interpret data. Reinharz (1992) argues that the use
of feminist theory exposes the political reality of personal experience: "A feminist perspective
means being able to see and analyse gender politics and gender conflict" (pp. 249-250). Diane
Fowlkes’s (1987) exploration of feminist epistemology is consistent with this assertion. She
maintains that feminist epistemology is concerned with “... the nature of what we know and
how we know what we claim to know" (p. 1). The essential assumption of feminist

epistemology is its recognition of the political nature of knowledge production.

Feminist research perspectives are associated with the interpretive and critical theory
paradigms, in direct opposition to the positivist approach, though Sarantakos (1993) argues that
the feminist perspective deserves a paradigm of its own. Feminist positions adopted, in
opposition to the positivist paradigm, include rejection of value neutrality, unequal and separate
relationships between subject and object and one knowable reality. Gorelick (1991, in Neuman,

2003) further urges feminist researchers to reject the apolitical approach of interpretive social
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science and “... adopt a more critical approach and advocate social change more assertively” (p.
80). Harvey (1990) refers to critical research as looking under the surface exposing the
historical and structural context of issues: “Phenomena, from a critical vantage point, are not
considered to stand on their own but are implicated, embedded and located in wider contexts...”
(Shacklock and Smyth, 1998, p. 3). These structures are “... maintained through the exercise of
political and economic power which is legitimised through ideology” (Harvey, 1990, p. 19).
Critical research therefore is engaged in a process where taken for granted concepts are
deconstructed and then reconstructed. A conversational process is used to question lived reality
in order to develop new understandings (Shacklock and Smyth, 1998). The researcher is
actually engaged in a theory building process whereby she moves back and forward between
data and abstract concepts “... between social totalities and particular phenomena; between

current structures and historical development...” (Harvey, 1990, p. 29).

Issues of Power and Difference
Knowledge is never innocent or neutral. It is a key to power and meaning. It
is used to dominate and control. When white women anthropologists write
about indigenous women, they do so in the conventions of representation
bounded by their discipline, university and politics and white Australian
culture. Such representations are based on interpretation and translation and,
as such, offer partial truths about indigenous women (Morton-Robinson,
2000, p. 93)

In this section | address issues of power and difference. | assume that the creation and
maintenance of both power and difference are interrelated and an examination of these

connections provides a useful foundation for reflecting on and undertaking feminist research.

Critical feminist theorists endeavour to expose the nature of gendered oppression. This involves
an exploration of power and how it is used to maintain and reproduce male domination and
female subordination. Feminist researchers are also concerned with issues of power and how
patterns of domination and subordination are reproduced in the relationship between the
researcher and respondent. Positivists accept the implicit authority of the researcher, failing to
acknowledge the potentially exploitative nature of the research relationship (Oakley, 1981;
Stanley and Wise, 1983). The taken for granted superiority of the ‘objective’ scientific mind
concerned early critical theorists such as Horkheimer, who challenged the apolitical, ahistorical
positioning of the scientist claiming that the scientist and the person should not be separated
(Stanley and Wise, 1983; Horkheimer, 1989). Implicit in this separation is a failure to recognise

that the scientist is embedded in oppressive social structures and is implicated in supporting and
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reproducing oppression. Dismantling these power relationships is a primary task for feminist
researchers. The unchallenged researcher and researched relationship is like a “... colonial
power relationship — the oppressor defines the problem, the nature of the research, (and who is
researched) ... Research is inherently value laden and reflects the power structures within which
the research exists” (Hesse-Biber and Yaiser, 2004, p. 107).

Feminist Theory was transformed by its engagement with postmodernism, post-structuralism
and post-colonialism. Issues of difference were foregrounded. The white, middle class,
heterosexist constructions implicit in feminist scholarship were challenged (Ramazanoglu and
Holland, 2002; Hesse-Biber and Yaiser, 2004). The focus on the ‘universal’ woman had
obscured the reality of complex and oppressive contexts. Difference had been erased and the
oppression implicit in feminist theorising unnoticed. The construction of a ‘universal woman’ is
useful when advocating the betterment of women as a whole at the political level. However “...
an examination of feminist research will show that the use of the universal category of woman
also allows the researcher to create an inferior ‘other’”(Hesse-Biber and Yaiser, 2004, p. 103).
Since it was not sufficient to add women and stir to the research process (Harding, 1987) it is
not possible to address the issue of difference by simply adding and stirring: “By just adding
difference into the analysis, the researcher reinscribes and maintains the status quo of the social
hierarchy. The researcher maintains this dominant position as the one with the power to add the
difference” (Hesse-Biber and Yaiser, 2004, p. 106). The researched become the exotic ‘other’
(Collins, 1991).

Engagement with issues of power and difference is a task central to critical feminist research.
But what strategies can the researcher use to ensure that her research practice reflects this
engagement? A number of feminist authors have provided guidance in this area. A basic tool in
this process is reflexivity. Reflexivity refers to “... the tendency to reflect upon, examine
critically, and explore analytically the nature of the research process” (Fonow and Cook, 1991,
p. 2). Hesse-Biber and Yaiser (2004) argue that reflexivity is a powerful tool for recognising
the researcher’s own social position and assumptions, and that she herself is not the ‘universal’
woman. Reflexivity is the first part in the process deconstructing the authority of the researcher.
Hesse-Biber and Yaiser (2004) recommend researchers convey their own positionality to
respondents and to the research audience. The researcher should engage in processes that
promote collaborative research such as being willing to answer questions from respondents and

returning transcripts (where possible) to respondents for comment.

Weber (2004) also recommends strategies for integrating difference into all aspects of the

research process. Scholarship that attends to difference should recognise the contextual nature
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of race, gender, class and sexuality. These are concepts that change over time in response to “...
new economic, political and ideological processes, trends and events” (Weber, 2004, p. 124).
They are also socially constructed categories defined by powerful groups within cultures —
socially constructed systems of power relations. The researcher should, therefore, look at the
“... relational nature of these systems of inequality rather than the differences in rankings of
resources that accompany these systems, (this) forces us to focus on privilege as well as on
oppression” (Weber, 2004, p. 128). Collins (1991) refers to the interlocking nature of
oppressive systems and urges the researcher to investigate the connections between these; “...
the interaction among multiple systems as the object of study” (p. 42). Weber (2004) also notes
the categories of race, gender, class and sexuality are embedded in the everyday lives of
individuals as well as social institutions. People resist and challenge the definitions of them
imposed by more powerful groups; “... subordinate groups actively resist oppression and
devaluation in numerous ways everyday” (Weber, 2004, p. 129). The actions, lives and
motivations of subordinate groups should be viewed through their own lenses, not the lenses of

dominant groups.

My task as the researcher has been to construct my research within a context that recognises

these assumptions.

Feminist Cross-National Comparative Research

The feminist cross-national comparative nature of this research was particularly challenging
and, | thought, ultimately rewarding. It was a complex undertaking requiring my engagement
with the methodological and conceptual challenges and dilemmas of this uncommon but
increasingly relevant type of research. In this section | have described and addressed these
challenges and dilemmas. Firstly, | have defined and established the relevance of cross-national
comparative research. | have also explored the feminist debates in cross-national policy
research. Finally, I will discuss the challenges | faced when undertaking this research in the

Doing Feminist Research section of this chapter.

Defining Cross-National Comparative Research

Lena Dominelli (1991) provides a succinct definition of cross-national comparative research;
“... explaining and giving an account of similarities and differences between countries ...” (p
9). Patricia Kennett (2001) also provides an excellent definition; “... the explicit, systematic and
contextual analysis of one or more phenomena in more than one country” (p. 3). Kennett (2001)
reminds us, however, that comparative policy research should not just focus on government
provision, but should also acknowledge the complexities within welfare delivery systems; “...

cross-national social policy analysis is as much about appreciating relationships across policy
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areas and between the range of different providers in the national context as it is about
recognising and integrating a global perspective into comparative research” (Kennett, 2001, p.
5)

There are various types of comparative research such as comparisons within countries, across
time (Clasen, 1999), between genders and age categories and across states within the same
nation (May, 1998). Cross-national comparative research can happen at either the micro or
macro level. At the micro level individual programs are compared usually within nations with
similar political and social structures. Macro comparisons attempt to examine whole ‘systems’
over a range of countries and across time (May, 1998). Deacon, Hulse and Stubbs (1997)
maintain that social policy research should focus on supranational or global rather than
comparative contexts. Kennett (2001) argues, however, that comparative studies that
acknowledge global complexities, for example governance at multiple levels, are highly
relevant and valid: “... only through analysis incorporating a number of interrelating levels,
macro and micro, (that) an understanding of the complex processes taking place can be
understood and the diversity of differences between nation-states can be highlighted” (Kennett,
2001, p. 38).

Alcock (2001) lists four approaches to cross-national research. Firstly, theoretical studies; “...
attempt to explore, and to explain, the differences between the different welfare systems of
different countries and to assess the extent to which they are the result of internal policy making
or external dynamics” (p. 5). The second approach focuses on particular sectors across nations
such as social security, child care policy, housing and health. Thirdly, evaluating policy
effectiveness across states, and finally country comparisons where welfare provisions in
selected countries are compared (Alcock, 2001). Kennett (2001) agrees with Alcock’s (2001)
assertion that there are various approaches to cross national research, and details three
categories. The first category entails hypothesis testing on a large scale using quantitative
methods across many countries, though in such studies depth may be sacrificed for breadth.
Micro studies, the second approach, rely on qualitative data gathering techniques and “...
emphasise cultural sensitivity and specificity, agency and reflexivity in the policy research
process” (Kennett, 2001, p. 7). The final approach focuses on regime theory, and makes use of

welfare state typologies.

Rationale for Undertaking Cross- National Comparative Research

Social policy research has tended to focus on the policy and welfare contexts of individual
countries. This is a reflection of the reality that welfare policies have been developed in
particular national contexts (Alcock and Craig, 2001). Alcock (2001) maintains that this
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situation is changing as "... international forces are increasingly shaping the policy agendas of
national governments, so that welfare provision is less and less the product of national policy
debates or political considerations ...” (p. 4). Pressures on policy making need to be viewed
within the context of globalisation and its accompanying burgeoning capitalist economy, where
international agencies are seeking to control social policy in individual countries (Alcock,
2001). Examples of these agencies and organisations are the European Union, the World Bank,
the International Monetary Fund and transnational companies (May, 1998; Alcock, 2001;
Kennett, 2001). Countries are also pro-actively engaged in examining the policies of other
nations with the possible intention of transferring policies into their own contexts: “Social,
cultural and economic manifestations are imported and exported across boarders” (Kennett,
2001, pp. 1-2). May (1998) also argues it is also an opportunity to learn from the mistakes of
others.

Clasen (1999) maintains that there is a need for large-scale comparative research as well as
micro-level cross-national studies that are “... contextually rich” (p 3). Countries are growing
more interdependent and the challenges they face are similar, though their social policy
responses have not necessarily been the same; “... the need for better understanding of common
features and crucial differences between not only individual welfare states but particular policy
programs in order to unravel why and how welfare needs, or demands are being transformed
into social policy” (Clasen, 1999, p. 4). Comparative cross-national research provides a tool for

analysing the impact of differing policy regimes (Fincher and Saunders, 2001).

Sainsbury (1996) further notes that recently there has been a renewed feminist focus on welfare
state research in a comparative context: “Crucial to this reorientation have been feminist
critiques of mainstream analysis of welfare states and the combining of feminist and
comparative perspectives” (p. 1). Mary Daly (2000) also argues that the focus of feminist
scholarship has moved from the complexity of particular welfare systems to scholarship
interested in variation between countries. Lena Dominelli (1991) also critiques single state
policy research arguing that nation states are not autonomous entities and noting the tendency to
ignore issues around class, gender and race. Poole (2000) agrees, maintaining that comparative
social policy research has tended to be gender blind; “... feminists have begun to rework

orthodox comparative typologies ...” (p. 186).

Methodological Issues and Challenges
Clasen (1999) argues that the methodological issues and challenges of cross-national research
are worth examining, as this type of research does not have the same methodological

implications as other types of social research — challenges are compounded when research is
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undertaken across borders. Further, Oyen in Kennett (2001) asserts, “... in order to advance our
knowledge about cross-national research it is necessary to raise questions about the distinctive

characteristics of comparative studies” (p. 5).

Central to this type of research are issues of definition and concept. A major challenge for
cross-national comparative policy research is conceptualising the welfare state and/or social
policy contexts of different nations. These conceptualisations are highly contested within the
comparative social policy field. Defining what you are comparing is fundamental to effective
comparative research and is especially challenging in the social policy context. Esping-
Andersen (1990) in The Three Worlds of Welfare Capitalism argued that not all welfare states
are the same and defined, at a broad level, three types of welfare state regimes; liberal,
corporatist and social democratic. Mary Daly (2000), a feminist sociologist, defines social
policy regimes as “... the systematic set of arrangements governing the relations between
politics and markets...” (p. 5) and critiques regime theory as gender blind maintaining that the
private sphere has been marginalised. Daly (2000) prefers ‘welfare families” acknowledging a
more complex conceptualisation of the welfare state arguing her preference for a move away
from an over-reliance on ideal types and “... from large typologies and binary matrices in
favour of research less concerned with neatness of fit and more with the messy and stubborn
practices encountered in social reality” (p. 12). Kasza (2002) agrees with Daly, claiming that
welfare ‘regimes' are little more than illusions and that the complexities of welfare provision are

not captured in such broad categorisations.

Diane Sainsbury (1999) emphasises the importance of the ideologies concerned with families
and gender and asserts that regime definitions can be challenged and recreated as gender
regimes: "A gender policy regime entails a logic based on the rules and norms about gender
relations that influences the construction of policies"” (p. 5). This provides the feminist
researcher with a conceptual framework for critiquing welfare policy that places gender
relations at the centre of policy analysis (Sainsbury, 1999). The nexus between state, family and

market is crucial to feminist theorising in a cross-national context.

At a micro-level, defining what you are comparing is also of critical importance. Mabbett and
Boldersen (1999) note that one of the greatest challenges of cross-national comparative research
“... is to understand the idiosyncrasies of national conditions (and) the conceptual frameworks
of the actors” (p. 52). Social policy interventions are interpreted and understood differently in
different countries and are informed by distinctive intellectual traditions. May (1998) also notes
that underlying assumptions about ‘social need’ tend to be highly contested; cultural

assumptions may not be the same. An issue of major policy debate, in one country, maybe of no
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policy significance in another. Specific words can even have different meanings and
connotations. National data may therefore differ because they reflect different ways of
conceptualising problems and constructing social issues; different categories are used for
generating statistics based on different assumptions, definitions and government priorities (May,
1998; Mabbett and Bolderson, 1999; Kennett, 2001). Alcock and Craig (2001) agree and note
that empirical comparability relies on comparing social indicator data across countries; “...there
is no guarantee that such data has been gathered and published on a similar basis in each
country - and indeed (it is) a much greater likelihood that it has not” (p. 6). Gathering your own
data is therefore advantageous, though the costs involved in generating your own qualitative or

quantitative data mean that researchers often have to rely on official sources of data.

Mabbett and Boldersen (1999) note that comparison in the cross-national context is not a
controlled experiment as it may be in the natural sciences. However, equivalence of concepts is
important if you are to have “... confidence that the components and their properties being
compared are the same or indicate something equivalent” (Kennett, 2001, p. 44). Cross-national
comparative research should be designed to have comparative conceptualisations and
comparative methodologies; concepts form the basis of relating one country to another. A
potential problem in this regard is the researcher’s lack of familiarity with a country other than
their own which may lead to confusion and misrepresentation of important features. The
researcher should strive for linguistic equivalence, measurement equivalence and conceptual
equivalence, all of which require an “... intimate knowledge of the context and culture”
(Kennett, 2001, p. 46).

Doing Feminist Research

Defining the Study

What defined my research experience was a set of circumstances that came together to provide
an opportunity to undertake research. These circumstances included an opportunity to travel to
the research site and my past work experience in the child care field, which provided access to
informants, study sites and respondents. A two-country framework was manageable and
allowed in-depth exploration of child care subsidy policy. The obstacle of inconsistent state
generated data, based on differing assumptions of need was overcome by gathering my own
data.

Mabbett and Boldersen (1999) describe the process of going into another country to collect data
as a “research safari” (p. 52). I undertook such a safari when | travelled to California to
undertake research for my PhD. The opportunity to undertake research in the United States

arose when my husband accepted a six-month position at a university in the San Francisco Bay
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Area. The prospect of returning to a place where | had previously worked in child care service
planning, and pursuing research in this area, was an opportunity too good to miss. In the seven
years since we had left California child care services and policies had changed, however the
child care agencies and staff were almost the same. My employment history in the local child
care industry gave me credibility and therefore access to the field. Agency staff were willing to
talk to someone they had either known personally or if they knew of the agencies | had worked
for. My employment in the field also meant that, though my child care subsidy knowledge was
not up-to-date, | had a good understanding of the frameworks of child care subsidy provision in
California. Gaining access to the field, therefore, relied on my prior knowledge of child care
policies, my relationship with service providers, and the opportunity to reside for six months at

the research site.

The first step in the analysis of the cross-national research process is to identify the type of
comparative research being undertaken. Comparative research on child care subsidy policies is
micro level comparative research, defined as individual program comparison in nations with
similar social structures (May, 1998). My study focused on a particular sector (child care) as
opposed to a broader theoretical or country comparison study (Alcock, 2001). This study also
fits well with Kennett's (2001) second approach to cross-national research which is a micro

study relying on qualitative data gathering techniques.

Valid comparison is at the heart of cross-national comparative research. Identifying what you
are comparing is a fundamental challenge. Initially this could involve identifying the type of
welfare state regimes America and Australia are — both are liberal welfare regimes (Esping-
Andersen, 1990). Daly (2000) and Kasza (2002) argue, however, this regime labelling ignores
the complexities of welfare state provision. Therefore, consistent with Kasza's (2002)
recommendation "... that policy-specific comparisons may be a more promising avenue for
comparative research” (p. 271) my focus was on defining and comparing two child care subsidy
policies and services. Both countries have formulated policies and programs with the intention
of subsidising the cost of child care. It was most useful for me to initially define the Californian
subsidy services as residual, because subsidies are narrowly targeted to people with the lowest
incomes. | have also initially defined Australian child care subsidy as a semi-universal service
since the subsidy is available to all users of approved child care on a sliding scale (Graycar and
Jamrozik, 1993).

Choice of research method, as with non-comparative studies, should be informed by the
research topic, theoretical framework and what is possible. Cross-national comparative research

has, in the majority of cases, been quantitative relying on the analysis of data generated by
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states and international organisations. In this research project insight into experiences of women
service users (primarily), service administrators and policy makers was valued and achieved by
using qualitative research methods, providing respondents with an opportunity to share their
own experiences of negotiating differing policy contexts. Qualitative research “... refers to
research about person's lives, lived experiences, behaviours, emotions, and feelings ..." (Strauss
and Corbin, 1998, p. 11). It is applicable to research problems that seek to understand the nature
of people's experiences within complex systems. Cross-national comparative research,
according to Kennett (2001) requires methodological equivalence. | chose semi-structured
interviews as my primary data gathering method. I also undertook document analysis as a

secondary data gathering strategy.

Data collection was completed in two phases; phase one in California and phase two in
Awustralia. Data collection strategies were identical in both California and Australia so that
accurate comparisons could be made. These strategies were:
e Qualitative semi-structured interviews with women using subsidised child care services
in California and Australia.
o Qualitative semi-structured interviews with people involved in the formulation of policy
and the delivery of services in the child care subsidy field, in California and Australia.
¢ Identification of documents (policy statements, legislation, press releases etc), that form
the basis of child care subsidy services in California and Australia, for the purposes of

document analysis.

Daly (2000) discusses “... the merits of a two country framework ...” (p. 12) maintaining that
this smaller comparative framework provides greater detail and focuses “... attention on the
complexities of small-scale as well as large scale variations” (p. 12). Additionally, there is less
need to rely on ideal types and micro-level outcomes can be explored. The two-country
approach also provided the basis for a more manageable qualitative research project. Mabbett
and Boldersen (1999) remind the cross-national researcher “... on-site visits and face-to-face

interviews ... are especially resource intensive in the cross-national context” (p. 51).

Methodological equivalence was challenging to achieve when selecting study sites. Subsidised
child care service delivery systems vary greatly between California and Australia. In Australia
child care subsidies are administered by the Commonwealth government in a standardised way
to all eligible parents. Meyers, Heintze and Wolf (2002) define the Californian public child care
system as complex: "Assistance was provided through a variety of mechanisms, including direct
service and vendor agreements with non-profit centres ..." (p 167). Determining study sites in

these vastly differing service delivery contexts, with the need for methodological equivalence in
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mind, meant defining the elements of subsidy delivery system that would provide the basis of
comparison. Rather than trying to find the equivalent agencies in California and Australia (they
do not exist) it was appropriate to seek to match the elements of the service delivery systems in
the context of the research question. | therefore chose the following site levels; service
receiving, service delivery and policy making. These sites were applicable to both the
Australian and Californian child care subsidy systems. | drew my respondents from each of

these sites.

Ethical Considerations

Research always involves ethical dilemmas. Glesne and Peshkin (1992) refer to the complexity
of ethical considerations in research noting that a brief acknowledgment of ethical standards at
the commencement of a project is not enough. All interaction throughout the research project
should be viewed in the context of ethical behaviour. For feminist researchers ethical
considerations are positioned within the context of power relations, most commonly between
the researcher and the respondent. There are a number of strategies the feminist researcher can
use to promote an ethical research process: acknowledgement of the impact of power and
difference; reflexivity; attention to research practices; and the adoption of protocols for ensuring
ethical standards are adhered to (Hesse-Biber and Yaiser, 2004). Of course some feminist
theorists (Roberts, 1981; Oakley, 1999) have wondered if ethical research is even possible since
all research is embedded in oppressive material realities. Nevertheless, the feminist researcher,
acknowledging the complex contexts within which research is undertaken, should prioritise
ethical research practice. Ramazanoglu and Holland (2002) specifically suggest: “You will
need to work out your ethical position in relation to the researched, your accountability for the
research, how you should present yourself (and) what the researched are to be asked to consent
to...” (p. 157).

Codes of ethical research practice with human participants were originally established in the
Nuremburg Code, adopted during the Nuremburg Military Tribunal held after World War Il
(Neuman, 2003). These codes were enshrined in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights in
1948, and form the basis of current ethical practice in social research. Some of the basic
principles of ethical practice are:

o Ethical practice is the responsibility of the researcher

e Participants should not be exploited for personal gain

o Informed consent should be received from participants

e Confidentiality of participants is guaranteed

o Participants will not be coerced or humiliated
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e The research should not cause any unnecessary physical or mental harm
e The methods chosen should be appropriate to the topic

e Research should not be conducted in secret

e The sponsor of the research should be identified

o Findings should be consistent with the data

e Study design should be clearly articulated

e Consider and anticipate repercussions of published research (Neuman, 2003).

James Cook University students and staff are required to apply to the Human Ethics Sub-
Committee for approval to undertake research with human participants: “The purpose of the
Human Ethics Sub-Committee is to protect the welfare and rights of participants involved in
any research in accordance with the National Statement of Ethical Conduct Involving Humans
and James Cook University” (Research Office, 2004). In accordance with the Sub-Committee’s
guidelines | submitted an Ethics Application to the Human Ethics Sub-Committee and received

approval to undertake my research project in November 1998 (Ethics Approval Number H849).

The formulation of an ‘Information Page’ was a requirement of the ethics application process.
Glesne and Peshkin (1992) remind the researcher that preparation for the research task is
incomplete until a cover story is developed. A cover story is a planned, consistent informational
statement used by the researcher when approaching a respondent: “Cover stories are written or
verbal presentations of yourself” (Glesne and Peshkin, 1992, p. 31). It is a way of introducing
yourself, your research topic, your purpose and to state also how you wish the potential
respondent to be involved in the research project. In my information page/cover story
(Appendix 1) I introduced myself, and the purpose of my research. | also detailed what was
expected of respondents and reminded them that their participation in my research was
voluntary and that they could withdraw from the research at any time or choose not to answer
particular questions. | used this introductory statement as the cover story when initially
approaching potential respondents and | also read the statement to respondents at the beginning
of their first interview. In California | worked with a child care service agency that administered
a child care subsidy service. | used my introductory statement as the basis of my written request
to the Agency Director (Appendix 2) asking for permission to undertake research within her

Agency.

Informed consent is fundamental to ethical research practice. At no time should research
participants feel coerced into participating in the research: “It is not enough to get permission

from people; they need to know what they are being asked to participate in so they can make an
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informed decision” (Neuman, 2003, p. 124). Sarantakos (1993) urges the researcher to be clear
at the project onset informing “... the respondent of the type of questions, the degree of
question sensitivity or stress and the possible [true] consequences...” (p. 24). | was clear about
the nature and purpose of this research project from the beginning and throughout the research
project. Respondents were encouraged to ask any questions about the project at any time. All
respondents were asked to sign an Informed Consent Form (Appendix 3). My Consent Form,
printed on University letterhead, detailed the purpose of the project, relevant contact people,
expectations of the participants and assurances about confidentiality. When informal meetings
happened, for example casually meeting a staff person during an agency visit, | always

identified myself and the nature and purpose of my research.

Gathering the Data

The Sample

Theoretical and practical factors influence the size and nature of the sample in qualitative
studies; “... optimal numbers will be determined by the research topic and question — what you
are wanting to find out, from whom, and the likely variability of the experience of the
phenomenon under investigation” (Darlington and Scott, 2002, p. 52). Representitiveness is not
the goal of qualitative sampling. Rather qualitative researchers seek a “... small collection of
cases, units, or activities that illuminate social life” (Neuman, 2003, p. 211). Qualitative
research relies on non-probability sampling techniques such as haphazard, quota, purposive and
snowball sampling. In this study | have used purposive and quota non-probability sampling
techniques. My purposive sampling relied on identifying particular types of cases for
investigation, for example women who received child care subsidy: “The purpose is less to
generalise to a larger population than it is to gain a deeper understanding of types” (Neuman,
2003, p. 213). My quota sample relied on drawing respondents from specific categories of
people. The categories were service users, service administrators and policy makers in both

Australia and California.

Three factors influenced the size of my sample. Initially, was my sample sufficient to answer
my research question and secondly, had | been able to achieve theoretical saturation? Glesne
and Peshkin (1992) define theoretical saturation as “... successive examinations of sources
yields redundancy, and that the data you have seem complete and integrated” (p. 132). Finally,
what was | able practically to achieve? Qualitative interviews are “... labour intensive and time
consuming, from data collection through to analysis, so there will often be practical constraints
on the number of people who can be interviewed” (Darlington and Scott, 2002, p. 53). In this
study I did recruit respondents in every category. In both Australia and California | would have

liked to interview legislators at State (in California) and Federal (in Australia) levels. However
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due to the legislators’ heavily committed schedules, and constraints on my ability to travel to
Sacramento and Canberra, it was not possible to organise these meetings. Duke (2002) notes
that access to powerful people is often difficult “... as they have the power to create barriers,
shield themselves from scrutiny and resist the intrusiveness of social research” (p. 45).
Reoccurring themes emerged from the interview data, indicating theoretical saturation was
generally achieved. | am reluctant to argue though that additional interviews would not have
revealed new information. My six-month residency in California imposed a time constraint on
my data collection, and the realities of a time limited PhD study impacted the scope of what was
possible in Australia. These practical study limitations have been addressed by reference to
relevant documents such as policy statements, media releases, government and agency websites,

subsidy program policy and procedure manuals and appropriate research publications.

Data were collected for this study using two qualitative methods; semi-structured interviews and
document analysis. The first aim of this study was to seek the reflections of women who reside
in Australia or California and receive child care subsidies. In California | worked with a Child
Care Service Agency that administered a child care subsidy program. At the time of my
research the agency’s subsidy program served 40 families with sixty children. In California it is
typical for non-profit agencies to administer child care subsidy programs using State or Local
Government funds, as in this case (Meyers et al., 2002). After receiving permission from the
Agency Director, the Subsidy Program Coordinator copied and mailed my recruitment flyers
with an introductory letter (Appendix 4) to subsidy recipients. Respondents were paid US$25 to
participate in the research. The Subsidy Program Coordinator thought this payment “... was
really appropriate”. To maximise response rates recruitment flyers were mailed to subsidy
recipients in March 1999 and then again in May 1999. Five women responded to the first mail
out and one additional woman responded to the second mail out. All these women agreed to
participate in the study. Four women were able to complete two interviews with me and due to
work and child care commitments the other two were able to meet with me once. Both the
Agency Director and the Subsidy Program Coordinator thought this was a very positive

response rate.

In Australia child care subsidy is administered and allocated by the Federal Government to all
parents using approved and registered child care providers. Since there are no local child care
agencies administering subsidy payments | approached child care facilities (two community
based and one private) to recruit respondents. These child care centres gave me permission to
place my recruitment flyers (Appendix 5) on their notice boards. From these flyers one woman

contacted me; though due to her work and child care commitments no interview followed from
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our initial contact. Using work and friendship networks proved a more successful respondent

recruitment strategy. | was able to recruit six respondents, three of whom met with me twice.

The second aim of this study was to compare child care subsidy systems in California and
Awustralia, exploring the links between government ideologies, service policies and structures
and the material lives of women. I chose to explore these links by interviewing policy
formulators and service administrators in Australia and California. In California, focusing on a
city council funded child care subsidy agency provided access to the policy formulators for this
program. | interviewed the Mayor of the City once and the City Child Care Coordinator twice.
Within the Child Care Service Agency | interviewed the Agency Executive Director three times
and the Child Care Subsidy Program Coordinator twice. | was also able to spend some time in
the agency from March to June 1999, attending meetings and chatting informally with agency
staff. Though this Agency is in many ways typical of subsidy delivery agencies in California,
subsidy is also provided through Alternative Payment Programs and by subsidising slots in
child cares centres. To reflect these diverse service delivery models | interviewed two Centre
Directors from directly subsidised child care facilities and an Alternative Payment Coordinator

at a child care resource and referral agency.

Child care subsidy in Australia is administered by the Commonwealth Department of Families
and Community Care. State and Local Governments are also involved in the child care sector
and have responsibility for licensing child care centres, sponsoring family day care schemes and
operating community based child care centres. | therefore interviewed the following policy
formulators; the Assistant Director in Planning and Innovation, Child Care Branch in Canberra,
a Child Care Officer at the State Office of Child Care and the Director of Community Services
for the local City Council. Each person was interviewed once. At the service delivery level, |
interviewed the Directors of five community based and private child care centres serving infants

through to school age children.
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The table below summarises the number and type of interviews undertaken for this research

project.

Table 1: Number of Respondents and Interviews by Target Cohort and Location

Respondent Target Australian Californian Total Total
Cohort Respondents Respondents Respondents Interviews*
Service Users 6 6 12 19
Service 5 5 10 13
Administrators

Policy Makers 3 2 5 6
Totals 14 13 27 38

*Some respondents were interviewed more than once

Semi-Structured Interviews

The use of semi-structured interviews has become the principal means by
which feminists have sought to achieve the active involvement of their
respondents in the construction of data about their lives (Bologh in Reinharz,
1992, p. 18).

The primary method | used to collect data in this study was the semi-structured interview, with
an emphasis on in-depth exploration. Minichiello, Aroni, Timewell and Alexander (1995)
particularly, describe in-depth interviewing as a form of qualitative research and note that “... a
primary focus of in-depth interviewing is to understand the significance of human experiences
as described from that actor’s perspective and interpreted by the researcher” (p. 12). Denzin
(1989) also reminds us that the interview is a conversation, a conversation with a purpose. The
in-depth interview allows the researcher to access and understand the social reality of another
person. Additionally, May (1993) draws attention to the suitability of interviewing for gaining
an understanding of women’s experiences, challenging official accounts of women’s behaviour
and exploring the private realms of their lives such as child rearing; focusing on what women
actually say they do rather than what experts say they do or should do. Also, Finch (quoted in
May, 1993) comments that “... women interviewing other women is conducive to the easy flow
of information” (p. 103) for a number of interesting reasons: women are used to intrusions into
their private lives; interviews conducted in a woman’s house give the interviewer the status of
guest; and the structural position of women in society means that women's “... consignment to
the privatised, domestic sphere ... makes it particularly likely that they will welcome the

opportunity to talk to a sympathetic listener” (p. 103).
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The feminist research perspective provides added support for the choice of interviewing as the
primary data gathering technique “... because we wanted to hear what the women had to say in
their own terms ... opening our ears to the voices and perspectives of women so that we might
begin to hear the unheard and unimagined” (Belenky in Reinharz, 1992, p. 19). Further
Reinharz (1992) promotes the use of semi-structured interviews employing open-ended
questions that encourage description and discovery. Interviews offer the opportunity to have
access to the respondent’s own thoughts and words rather than those of the researcher.
Additionally, in an unstructured interview situation, the realities of daily life are more likely to
intrude on the interviewing process providing further information about particular life

experiences.

Interviewing may involve more than one interview with each respondent and in the case of this
research project two interviews were done, where possible, with each respondent. Initial
interviews provided an opportunity for ‘tell me what it is like” questions and provided an
informal initial introduction (McMahon, 1993). Second interviews provided an opportunity “...
to clarify and validate data from the initial interviews ... based on the themes found in the initial
analysis of the data” (Sandelowski and Pollock, 1986, in Reinharz, 1992, p. 21). The themes of
the first interview were summarised for the respondents and their comments used in the final
analysis of information collected. The development of themes and finally theories through the
interview process was consistent with the inductive approach used in qualitative research.
Further, in the context of promoting discovery, questions were open ended. The non-directive
questions were used as a guide only, prompting areas of discussion relevant to this research
project. The emphasis was on flexibility rather than on standardisation and generalisation (May
1993). Denzin (1989), who defines three types of interviews, defines this particular interview

type as the non-scheduled standardised interview.

Strategies used to encourage a successful interview process were a positive approach to the
research process that engendered an atmosphere of trust and established me as the learner and
recorder. | was therefore expected to listen and not to preach. | wanted to emphasise the positive
nature of the research project, fostering an atmosphere of openness, mutual respect and trust.
Further, trust was maintained during the interview process by my willingness to be open and use
appropriate self-disclosure. I attempted to foster a safe atmosphere. Glesne and Peshkin (1992)
note that “... friendship is not an essential condition for conducting research; being accepted
and trusted is” (p. 106).

Interviews were conducted with three groups of respondents; women service users, service

administrators and policy makers and were conducted in Australia and California. The
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interviews were conducted in a variety of locations. Respondents chose the location most
convenient for them. For policy makers and service administrators it was their work offices.
Service users chose to either conduct the interviews in their own home or in my home or at my
work office. Glesne and Peshkin (1992) advise the researcher when selecting places to conduct
interviews: “Defer to your respondents’ needs because their willingness is primary, limited only

by your capacity to conduct an interview in the place they suggest” (p. 73).

| constructed interview schedules appropriate to each category of respondent. For example, the
interview schedule for women service users in California was not identical to the interview
schedule for women service users in Australia (Appendix 6). The two subsidy provision systems
are very different and the questions | asked reflected these differences. However, many areas |
wished to cover were the same for both groups of women. Examples of these areas were;
biographical information, type of child care used, the level of subsidy received, why they chose
their current child care arrangements and how they accessed their child care subsidy. The
interview schedules were not static documents, and they were not used rigorously and
consistently for every interview. The schedules evolved as | reflected on the interviews; what
had worked and had not worked in the interview, what unanticipated areas were explored by
respondents, and respondents’ feedback about the interview process and content. The interviews
with the Californian women were conducted before the interviews with the Australian women,
and the initial Californian interviews informed the structure of the subsequent Australian
interviews. Some of the themes that emerged in the Californian interviews and were explored in
the Australian interviews were: stigma attached to subsidy use, impact of subsidy availability on
employment decisions, and policy maker motivations for providing child care subsidies. My
interview schedules were also revised based on feedback from supervisors, fellow students and
child care agency staff. Glesne and Peshkin (1992) refer to this process as the repeating
feedback loop where “... friends, informants and advisors give you the benefit of their insights
and critiques. Such facilitators are the sine qua non of sensible question development, if not all

research from inception to completion” (pp. 66-67).

Completing two interviews with the majority of service users was not only useful for the
guestion development process, but also for obtaining feedback from respondents on my initial
theorising, and to clarify and explore themes that arose in the first interview: “Multiple
interviews are likely to be more accurate than single interviews because of the opportunity to
ask additional questions and to get corrective feedback on previously obtained information”
(Reinharz, 1992, p. 37). | also noticed that respondents had time to reflect further on questions
from the first interview. Second interviews were more in-depth and reflective — trust had been

established. The impact of ideology was specifically explored in the second interviews. This
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was achieved by asking respondents directly what they thought about child care subsidy policy

and the motivations of policy makers.

Interview schedules for service administrators and policy makers (Appendix 7) were less
structured. These respondents were from diverse agency and policy contexts and their interview
questions were related to their position and function within their organization. Multiple
interviews were possible with administrators and policy makers of the Californian child care
service agency. My engagement with the agency over a number of months provided an
opportunity for the multiple interviews, and I also noted that the interviews became, over time,
an in-depth and critical exploration of subsidy policy. I asked two types of questions;
information gathering and questions about the values that informed the service or the policy.

Again the experience in California influenced the direction of questioning in Australia.

Reflections on Issues of Power and Difference

| argued in the first section of this chapter that engagement with issues of power and difference
is central to critical feminist research, and my own reflections on the interview process are
informed by this assumption. In this study I have interviewed diverse groups of respondents.
The respondents were diverse because of their country of origin and the category in which they
were situated. They were also diverse because their class and ethnic backgrounds were different.
The implications of this diversity and its impact on the interview process will be explored for
two groups of respondents. One group of respondents were policy makers and the implications
of interviewing these powerful individuals are worth consideration. The second group are the
service user respondents in California. Three of the respondents were African-American and
two were Hispanic. | am a white, middle-class and Australian woman. The impact of our

diverse positioning on the interview process deserves particular attention.

Karen Duke (2002) recently provided an account of her own experiences of interviewing
powerful people. She aimed to give an insight into the dilemmas and complexities of
undertaking this type of research. It was the intention of my research project not only to gaze in
one direction — towards the “... ‘objects’ of policy” but also “... to those who are in the
powerful position of making policy” (p. 39). As previously noted gaining access to elites is not
always easy. However access was easier because of my knowledge of the field and my personal
connections to the child care ‘world’ in California and Australia (Glesne and Peshkin, 1992;
Duke, 2002). Regarding the interview process, Duke (2002) recommends that the interviews be
personalised — what are their views and perspectives on the issues? | found this to be a
successful interview strategy with policy makers. | believed it allowed this group of respondents

to position themselves outside of the organization as detached observers able to provide an
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informed critique of child care subsidy services. Elite respondents were more relaxed and
responsive in interviews when their employing organization was less bureaucratic. Respondents
were also more open when my engagement with their workplace had been substantial and/or
their co-worker had recommended | speak to them. I noted this particularly with the Child Care
Coordinator with the City funding the Californian subsidy service. We had two very productive
interviews, exploring subsidy policy in depth. This contrasted with my interview with the Child
Care Director at the Department of Families and Community Services in Canberra where the
respondent focused on broad policy application rather than reflecting critically on the policy:
“...civil servants are socialised to present their absence from the process of policy making.
They are clearly often decisively influential but are almost always unwilling or unable to
account for such influence” (Ball, 1994, in Duke, 2002, p. 49).

Reflexivity is a basic tool for recognising the researcher’s own social position and assumptions,
that she herself is not the universal woman (Hesse-Biber and Yaiser, 2004). As | mentioned
earlier in this section | am a white, professional woman from an Australian regional city. This is
a position of privilege. In many ways | am positioned differently from the service user
respondents in California. Three of these women were African-American and two were
Hispanic. All respondents were on low incomes. What were the implications for the interviews
of these points of difference? Ramazanoglu and Holland (2002) provide useful comment on
how such reflections should be framed: “Making claims across differences means taking the
responsibility for interpreting the social existence of others, and so is normative, personal and
political as well as epistemological” (pp. 105-106). | acknowledge that my identity and its
invisible privilege have influenced my interpretation of the impact of difference on these
interviews. | have reflected on our “difference’ from each other and | argue that though our life
experiences are in many ways different there are also many similarities. We are woman,
working mothers and we all use subsidised child care. Acknowledgement, however, of our
similarities does not negate the impact of our differences. To focus only on our ‘universal’

womanhood would be to obscure the reality of complex and oppressive contexts.

Negotiating racist contexts emerged as a dominant theme in the interviews with the Californian
Subsidy users. This is consistent with Collins’ (1991) assertion that: “Afro-American women
create and pass on self-definitions and self-valuations essential to coping with the simultaneity
of oppression they experience” (p. 43). | had not anticipated this emphasis prior to the
commencement of the interviews. This, | think, is a reflection of my own white race privilege —
race is an invisible unacknowledged issue in my life and I therefore acted as though it was not
an issue in the lives of other women. This was an ignorant oversight on my part. Black and

Hispanic women are the two groups most likely to be receiving poverty level wages (Burnham
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2002) and welfare policy in America “...is grounded fundamentally in the government
sanctioned subordination of people of color” (p. 122). Given these realities | should not have
been surprised that my respondents came from these groups of women or that their life

experiences are highly racialised.

Analysing the Data

Bogdan and Biklen (1982) comment that analysis must commence during the research project.
Without this ongoing process, the research lacks direction. Further, they urge the researcher to
plan their research on the basis of their observations and discoveries. During the first interviews,
as | listened to respondents’ comments, | began the process of trying to understand what | was
hearing; | was trying to make sense of it. This is the beginning of “... formulating a thematic
understanding ... we are trying to determine what the themes are, the experiential structures that
make up that experience” (Van Manen, 1990, p. 79). The desire to make meaning continued as |
read the transcriptions from the first interviews, providing the direction and content for the
second interviews. | wrote theoretical and methodological memos (Bogdan and Bikle