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The precarious nature of access 
Wojciech Marek Kwiatkowski 

My PhD research project, which examined the delivery of knowledge-intensive business 

services highlighting the subjective and social qualities of knowledge, utilised an interpretivist 

case study research strategy. Concerned with depth of understanding rather than theory-

building, I sought to collect all data from a single organisation. I was fortunate to get in touch 

with an Operations Manager of a suitable organisation months before I was ready for 

fieldwork. Although my newly acquainted gatekeeper lacked the authority to grant access 

himself, he seemed convinced he should have been able to persuade the Managing Director to 

let me in. 

Intending to begin data collection in July 2016, I contacted the Operations Manager in June 

and was provided with the e-mail address of the Managing Director. I reminded my 

gatekeeper I was waiting for a reply every fortnight. In August he told me he did not think 

there was anything he could do. I had no reason to question his intentions. It seemed that he 

had simply overestimated his influence. Perhaps I was somewhat naïve in thinking I had 

access before actually getting my foot in the door of the organisation - obtaining formal, 

virtually irrevocable approval and conducting the first interview. 

Finding a replacement organisation was a laborious and debilitating process defined by 

repeating a script over the phone, generic mailboxes and false assurances that someone would 

get back to me. As time passed and pressure mounted I was increasingly frequently slipping 

in and out of a defeatist attitude. I do not think I would have persevered if it was not for the 

support and advice of my most-trusted colleagues. I finally secured access in December 2016, 

meaning I had my first interview and not simply assurances of future interviews. 

My experience serves as a warning about the precarious nature of access. It is a caution that 

although it might easily appear as having been secured, it might eventually slip through the 

fingers of the qualitative researcher putting his or her world in turmoil. Restoring balance can 

be difficult. Therefore, I would advise against locking other people out and making it a 

personal failure. 


