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The aim of this article is to describe the rationale for developing a bespoke visual mapping 
technique, which was then applied during research interviews, and to outline reflections based 
on its use. The interviews were conducted as part of a qualitative research study exploring the 
embedding of gender equality through the implementation of the Athena SWAN Ireland Charter 
in three purposively selected Irish universities. The technique was developed and used during 
research interviews with 26 participants, who were members of institutional Athena SWAN 
Ireland Charter self-assessment teams (SATs). The purpose of the development and application 
of a visual mapping technique, described in this article, was to foster more dialogue and 
enhance agency with research participants during interviews. The interviews were focused on 
actions being done by the participant as part of the institution-wide Athena SWAN Charter work 
being implemented in the university. The main findings highlight the usefulness of the technique 
in facilitating dialogue and enhancing agency with those who engaged with it, as a way to gather 
data on actions, and to alter power and conversational dynamics within the interview space. 
Main conclusions point to the usefulness of devising visual mapping methods as part of research 
interviews that are uniquely designed and aligned with the purpose of the study. The study 
indicates the relevance of such participatory techniques in advancing equality, diversity and 
inclusion agendas within higher education institutions, and in contributing to teaching, research 
and learning praxis. 
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1. Introduction. 

Enabling enhanced participant engagement in qualitative research studies has been a concern 

in the field of research method’s scholarship over the years (Denzin 2017; Guba & Lincoln 1994; 

Braun & Clarke 2022). Within this article, reflections are shared on the process of developing 

and applying a participatory visual mapping technique in research interviews as part of a 

qualitative research study, with a view to contributing to research methodological development, 

as well as teaching and learning praxis.   

The purpose of developing and applying the mapping technique was to enhance engagement 

of participants in research interviews, as well as counter potential leaning into narratives of 

institutional ‘happy talk’ (Ahmed, 2012) or mission speak. This study explored the perceptions 

of critical actors as key institutional actors - members of Athena SWAN Ireland Charter self-

assessment teams (SATs)- in three purposively selected universities in the country. A theoretical 

framework was developed using feminist institutionalism (Krook & Mackay, 2011) with 

institutional change theory (Mahoney and Thelen 2010a) for understanding how formal and 

informal rules and structures interact to undermine, or support, efforts at embedding institutional 

change for gender equality. The study examined this institutional change process from the 

perspective of critical actors (O’Mullane & Ní Laoire, 2025) who are tasked with designing and 

implementing institution-wide Athena SWAN action plans. The study sought to explore the 

perceptions around the type of institutional change brought into the university as a result of 

implementing the Athena SWAN Ireland Charter.  

The Athena SWAN Ireland Charter is a gender equality programme that advocates for the 

promotion of women working in higher education in the Irish higher education sector since 2015 

(AdvanceHE, 2022). In Ireland, higher education institutions are required to achieve and 

maintain Athena SWAN Charter accreditation, in order to be eligible for funding from Irish 

research agencies. SATs are tasked with working together to design and implement an action 

plan, as part of the Charter’s accreditation process.  

A novel participatory visual mapping technique was developed as part of the research study. In 

creating this technique, relevant creative and participatory methodologies were drawn upon to 

elicit participant subjective perceptions and insights. The rationale for developing and applying 

the mapping technique, how it was created and used, and findings generated on the use of the 

technique, will be explored in this article.  
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1.1 Background. 

Undertaking research interviews that allow sufficient space for the participant to speak openly 

and freely (Heykoop et al., 2025; Godoy et al., 2025), and that allow for overcoming ‘happy talk’ 

or mission speak, is an ongoing concern for qualitative researchers. This issue is pertinent and 

problematised in the space of diversity, inclusion and gender qualitative research, where the 

proliferation of mission speak or institutional ‘happy talk’ (Ahmed, 2012) flourishes.  

When embarking upon this study, two issues were immediately evident. Firstly, eliciting insight 

in the interview setting on subjective perceptions around Athena SWAN actions that reached 

beyond the question-and-answer format of traditional interviews was a priority. The intention 

was to foster a deeper level of dialogue, engagement and participant agency in the process.  

Secondly, the cohort of people who were to be involved in research interviews worked in a 

prestigious setting (O'Connor & White, 2021) – a university – speak regularly publicly on matters 

of the institution. Therefore, a participatory visual mapping technique was developed to capture 

reflections on Athena SWAN actions and foster enhanced dialogue, in the hope that it might 

also mediate or counter a drift towards institutional rhetoric or ‘happy talk’ during the interview 

process.  

Armed with the author’s experience in co-developing reflective techniques for embedding 

gender equality in European universities (Archibong et al., 2016; Archibong et al., 2017), as well 

as knowledge of diversity practitioner’s work in implementing equality practices (Ahmed 2012; 

Henderson and Bhopal 2021), a participatory visual mapping technique was designed for use 

in the interview setting.  

1.2 Creating space for enhanced participatory involvement in 
qualitative research studies. 

An important consideration when designing this research study was to create a mapping 

technique that would provide space for the participant to have an enhanced role within the 

research interviews (Ross, 2017; McNeilly, Macdonald & Kelly, 2022). Lessons from qualitative 

research studies have contributed to the development of this mapping technique. Notably, there 

is a tradition in research studies involving children as participants, that developing interactive 

and visual participatory methods has demonstrated the importance of providing space for 

children’s voices in an age- and context-appropriate manner. Thomas and O’Kane (1998) and 

Loveridge et al. (2024) argue that participatory methods with children both enhances the 
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reliability and validity of the research whilst also giving children control through their involvement 

in the research process. Designing research methods to enhance the involvement and agency 

of the participant in the research process, such as research with children using comic-illustrated 

field notes shows (Tatham-Fashanu, 2023), can result in the participant both exerting greater 

control over the research process as well as facilitating more in-depth dialogue. This tradition of 

participatory research methods was drawn upon when designing, developing and applying the 

visual mapping technique.  

1.3 Using creative methods and mapping techniques in qualitative 
research interviews. 

In developing the mapping technique, learnings were sought from existing methodologies, with 

the goal of designing a technique specific to this research study. To be the best of the author’s 

knowledge, there has been no visual mapping technique developed for a similar study to what 

will be described in this article.   

Creative research methods, although often synonymous with art-based methods, also includes 

scope for their use and adaptation within traditional qualitative research methods, such as 

interviews and focus groups (Kara, 2015). In a study exploring the gap between policy and 

practice in widening participation to higher education across universities in England, Rainford 

(2020) found that using creative methods with university students, such as drawing tasks, 

encouraged deeper reflective discussions of everyday issues, increased levels of rapport and 

trust, and shared engagement in the interview process. The use of creative methods within the 

interview space stimulated discussion on policy ideas that were ubiquitous within the universities 

but were interpretated in different ways in different institutions.  

Mapping tools have been used in research studies to both elicit information from the participant 

as well as enable a different form of dialogue and expression in an interactive and visual format 

(Huot & Laliberte Rudman, 2015).   

Catney et al. (2019) used a form of participatory mapping to enable freedom of expression for 

participants in a study exploring resident’s perspectives on defining their neighbourhoods. 

Messy map interviews (MMI) is an interview tool which enables participants to map relevant 

elements in a given situation or context (Clarke, Friese & Washburn, 2018). Nordtug (2022) 

makes some helpful observations based on their use of MMI within a qualitative research study. 

Firstly, employing mapping techniques in interviews can enhance communication, allowing 
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participants to ‘show and tell’ their reflections in a different format compared to oral interviewing 

alone. Mapping elicits discussions, reflections and a deeper understanding of narratives 

(Dobbie, Reith & McConville, 2018), and is a way to complement interviewing methods (Carlos 

et al., 2019). Secondly, mapping allows for a collection of data that can increase understanding 

of nuances of the topic under study. Thirdly, the use of mapping in qualitative data collection 

can alter power dynamics between the participant and interviewer, such as being used to help 

participants focus on an aspect important to them (Lys et al., 2018) and for researchers to keep 

the analysis participant-focused (Forbes, 1999). Together the lessons from previous research 

studies indicates that a visual technique could enable participants to engage more fully and 

have the opportunity to ‘show and tell’ their experience with a visual tool they are creating 

beyond what is being shared in the traditional question-and-answer research interview context. 

The development and use of such reflective practice in the current climate of participatory 

learning environments in higher education contributes the development of such research 

techniques (Boistrup & Selander, 2021).  

Bringing forward this learning to create a bespoke technique, the following outlines the research 

study that was undertaken in Ireland (O’Mullane, 2021, 2023; O’Mullane & Ní Laoire, 2025), 

within which a participatory visual mapping technique was developed and employed.  

1.4 Exploring the narratives engaged by key actors who are 
collectively designing and implementing the Athena SWAN Ireland 
Charter in three universities: A research study.  

In 2018 a qualitative case-study research project commenced in Ireland, within a European 

Commission funded project (GendeResearchIreland) that employed new institutionalist 

(Mahoney & Thelen 2010b) and feminist institutionalist (Kenny, 2014; Krook & Mackay, 2011) 

theories to explore the perceptions and narratives of institutional change engaged by teams of 

individuals working together on the institutional-wide Athena SWAN self-assessment teams 

(SATs) in three purposively selected Irish universities. The goal of these institutional SATs is to 

apply for Athena SWAN Ireland Charter (Athena SWAN) accreditation in the form of bronze, 

silver or gold awards recognizing action on gender equality. After accreditation, the institutions 

are required to implement the approved Athena SWAN action plan. Following a 

recommendation of the Expert Group who carried out the National Review of Gender Equality 

in Irish Higher Education Institutions (HEA, 2016), research funding from Irish funding bodies is 

attached to the attainment of Athena SWAN awards in Ireland. This move has opened the sector 
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up to critiques of gender washing as well as a driver for change (O'Connor, 2025).  

The purpose of this research study was to qualitatively explore for the first time in Ireland, 

perceptions of institutional change instigated, or not, by Athena SWAN Charter work, by the 

teams of individuals involved in designing and implementing the institution-wide Athena SWAN 

actions plans, across three purposively selected Irish universities. These three universities 

comprise the three case studies.  

2. Methodology. 

The study involved semi-structured interviews with 26 individuals participating on Athena SWAN 

SATs in three selected Irish universities between 2019 and 2022. It was conducted in University 

College Cork, Ireland, and received ethics approval from the Social Research and Ethics 

Committee (SREC) in the university (Approval Number: 2019-048).  Interview questions 

(Appendix 1) were emailed to participants in advance of the interview.  

Anonymity and confidentiality were a high priority in this research study because the pool of 

people on Athena SWAN SATs in Irish universities is relatively small, compared to cohorts 

across other countries such as the UK and Australia. Participants were also keen that their 

positions would not be reported in correlation to cases (universities), which were coded as case 

study 1 (CS1), case study 2 (CS2) and case study 3 (CS3).  The reason for this was an 

apprehension on the part of some participants of being identified in research outputs, with one 

participant fearful for her job in case these ethical considerations were not adhered to in the 

study. Therefore, whilst it can be reported that the aggregate participant group included a variety 

of people working in the cases as Athena SWAN Self-Assessment Team (SAT) members from 

across different positions and grades, including university officials such as HR officials, 

academic lecturers and researchers, Equality, Diversity and Inclusion (EDI) practitioners, and 

university managers, more specific demographic -apart from gender- and professional data is 

not reported.  

26 participants were included in the study across three universities (Table 1). 
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Table 1: Research participant data according to gender across the three university case studies  

 Gender ratio of research 

participants 

 Males  Females 

Case studies 1, 2 and 

3 

12 14 

 
Applying the participatory visual mapping technique in the research interviews. 

The topic guide for the interviews (Appendix 1) comprised of 14 questions across three main 

categories, as detailed in the following: 

1. Personal experience- Questions were asked as to how the participant became a 

member of the SAT and which actions they were working on as part of the SAT. Often 

SATs divide work into main activities such as Working Groups on data collection and 

management, career progression and university culture.  

2. The ongoing process of Athena SWAN- During this part of the interview, questions 

were posed by the author and interviewer about the Athena SWAN actions that the 

participant is working on, in their role on the SAT. Questions were about whether those 

actions were part of existing university processes, such as a minor extension of career 

leave policy, or were they entirely new actions brought in as a result of the Athena SWAN 

Charter, such as gender parity on all interview panels across the university, or a 

combination of both as adaptation of processes.  

After asking these questions for two case studies’ participants, a piece of white A4 paper, square 

cards, glue and a pen were pulled out by the author and interviewer, similar to what is indicated 

in Figure 1. The participant was asked to reflect once again on the actions they are working on 

specifically, as part of their role on the SAT, and to write those actions on the square cards – 

writing one action per square- and to stick the cards with glue somewhere of their choosing 

between the ‘existing processes’ side and ‘new processes’ side on the paper. Athena SWAN 

actions are often discussed in the policy discourse as bringing about change in the form of new 

processes, policies and actions to transform cultural norms, when experience shows that often 

Athena SWAN actions, as set out in the action plan, layer upon existing processes and policies 

(O’Mullane & Ní Laoire, 2025), which can result in incremental change over time, or are not 
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implemented at all (O'Connor, 2025). What was of interest in applying the interactive technique 

at this stage in the interview was to unpack further understanding about the participant’s 

perception of the actions they were working on, and whether they perceived those actions as 

belonging more to existing processes or as new processes brought in under Athena SWAN. The 

mapping technique also introduced a change in the power dynamics in dialogue, beyond the 

question-and-answer format.  

Once the Covid-19 pandemic hit in 2020 and in-person interviews were not possible, the 

technique was carried out during online interviews held over Microsoft Teams with participants 

in one case study, as in-person interviews were held for the other two case studies. Instead of 

pulling out the hard-copy materials for the mapping exercise, a Word document was displayed 

to the participant (as seen in Figure 2) that was sent to participants in advance. During the 

interview the document was opened (Figure 2) and the screen was shared with the participant. 

They then were in a position to discuss different types of actions and where they could be placed 

on the electronic sheet. Once the interview was over, the participant sent the completed sheet 

as a Word document by email. The online interview format did not lend itself as well as in person 

interviews to this interactive technique. However, the author and interviewer was not familiar at 

the time with software that could be used to facilitate greater online engagement, such as Miro 

boards. One interview was held over the phone during this case study, as it was the only format 

the participant could do at the time, and at the request of the participant, was not recorded.  All 

other interviews were recorded with a dictaphone or Microsoft Teams and were transcribed for 

analysis. 

Figure 1: Materials used for the mapping technique (during in-person interviewing). 
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Figure 2: Document with sample square boxes created for carrying out the interactive visual 

mapping technique (during online interviewing). 

 

 

3. The role, position and perception of Athena SWAN- During this part of the interview 

questions were asked about the role of senior management in operationalising Athena 

SWAN actions, whether the participant witnessed masculinist practices in the university, 

and about the ability of the Charter to disrupt the status quo in universities, or not.  

The following describes the findings from the use of the technique in the interview space. 

2.1 Findings on applying the visual mapping technique in research 
interviews. 

A number of findings have been elicited on the application of the technique in interviews, as 

detailed in this section.  

2.1.1 Visual mapping techniques can foster greater dialogue, enhanced agency 
and allow for a collection of data on subjective perceptions of institutional 
change.  

The main finding that emerged from applying the technique during research interviews was that 

it facilitated further dialogue on the Athena SWAN programme and the actions being undertaken 

by each participant, with a focus on each individual’s contribution and involvement, as opposed 

to the collective work of the SAT. The mapping technique application did initiate further dialogue 

and clarification on the types of actions being done, whether those actions have meant a 
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removal of practices or structures, an adaptation of existing ones, or an introduction of new 

practices or structures. While engaging with the technique, one participant from one case study 

reflected on the exercise:  

“Yeah it [Athena SWAN Charter] is interesting actually that it’s involved the adding of 

other things or the amending of a lot of things and not the removal of anything” (A1).  

Prior to engaging with the mapping technique, the participant had reflected that very little in 

terms of new processes had been brought in with Athena SWAN, whereas they placed their 

actions on the far right on the sheet, by the new processes. This finding highlights potentially 

some dissonance between understandings and perceptions of participants around the types of 

actions that Athena SWAN resulted in for the university, whether they are part of existing 

practices and structures, or are introducing new practices and structures, and the role the 

technique can play in enabling participants to reflect and clarify their sense-making in the 

interview.  

Some participants recalled actions they are working on immediately and started the technique 

without haste, some needed more time to recall their actions, and some could not recall any 

actions from the institutional Athena SWAN action plan and at times asked the interviewer/ 

author what those actions were in their institution’s action plan.  

As an example of sense-making with the technique, when completing their mapping technique, 

one participant spent a great deal of time unpacking the nature of embedding the Athena SWAN 

actions in the university, pondering as to whether they were more aligned with existing 

processes, or were they entirely new? In the end, once the participant decided that Athena 

SWAN has not resulted in the removal of processes or structures, they placed them in the centre 

of the page to represent more an adaptation of existing and new processes as the following 

illustrates from the interview:  

R I don’t think we ever had structures that absolutely needed removal. 

I Yeah. 

R But I do think that we had structures that ignored gendered issues, so it meant re-figuring 

or de-constructing and re-constructing existing processes to take into account issues 

that were identified in the course of our investigations for Athena SWAN.   

I Right. 
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R So I think we have new additional practices attaching to existing procedures if that makes 

sense?  

(A5)  

This adaptation of processes, building on existing ones, is a phenomenon of institutional change 

in higher education, as was found in this study (O’Mullane & Ní Laoire, 2025) and others carried 

out in Ireland (O'Connor 2020; White & O'Connor 2017; Clavero & Galligan 2020; Bencivenga 

& Drew 2020). Evidencing this point, the pattern of where the actions are located in the maps 

in Figure 3 being predominantly on the side of ‘existing processes,’ indicates the phenomenon 

of incremental institutional change as being an adapting of existing processes.  

Employing the mapping technique allowed for a collection of data on perceptions of types of 

actions related to Athena SWAN, whether they are aligned with existing processes or new ones. 

The data presented in Figure 3 comprises a qualitative collection of responses within each of 

the three case study universities.  

Overall, the interactive nature of the technique changed the conversational tone and 

atmosphere, shifting to a more relaxed one, breaking for a while beyond the structured 

conversation of the interview. The technique also allowed for a shift in agency within the 

interview space, from one where the interviewer had posed all the questions and asked them 

one at a time, to a changed situation where the participant was the person holding the activity, 

doing the technique, and driving the task including establishing the time spent on the task.  

This finding indicates that such a technique can provide space for participants to reflect further 

on their work during an interactive portion of the interview, fostering greater dialogue and is an 

opportunity to collect subjective perceptions around issues being raised in the interview 

process. Such practice in enhancing reflection and interaction can be further used in teaching, 

research and learning practice in the higher education environment, in line with current person-

centred approaches to engagement (Boistrup & Selander, 2021). 
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Figure 3: Three maps visualising the data from the case studies 1, 2 and 3 in electronic form 

(Credit: Designed by Aoife Dorney). 
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2.1.2 Some participants did not engage in the visual mapping technique.  

A number of participants did not engage in doing the mapping technique, namely 9 out of 26 

participants, 35% of the sample. Some participants continued with the interview as if the 

mapping technique was not there or that it was not mentioned at all. Particularly those in senior 

management positions, the majority of whom were men in the sample, who did not complete 

the mapping technique (as detailed in O’Mullane, 2023), were speaking so fluently about the 

culture and strategies within the institution and the ethos and value of Athena SWAN, that they 

could not or would not break from the stream of institutional ‘happy talk.’ It was evident that this 

category of participant was not talking about any specific actions, unlike the cohort described in 

the previous paragraph, and so writing them on pieces of paper and placing them on a map, 

was a challenge. Clearly, some participants find such an interactive exercise easier to do than 

others; and to engage in such an exercise, one must have something to recall and write. 

This finding also speaks to the nature of senior management’s performative engagement with 
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Athena SWAN, possibly reflecting critiques around the Charter as gender washing and a 

statement of commitment than evidence of action (O'Connor, 2025). It may also reflect the 

notion of institutional peacocking in the neoliberal university as Yarrow and Johnston (2023) 

suggest, that the badge of Athena SWAN is more significant than knowledge on the part of all 

teams members responsible for driving actions plans that are context-specific to each institution. 

The finding that some senior leaders are ’talking the talk’ of Athena SWAN but struggle to recall 

concrete actions is significant, both methodologically and substantively. This point about ‘talking 

the talk but not necessarily walking the walk’ was raised by a participant when describing the 

university where they worked, as being a place where senior management’s “ innate 

conservatism makes them uncomfortable with the idea of sudden changes on how things are 

done” (A3), when reflecting on why the pace of change is not more transformative with the 

Athena SWAN Charter. This reflection is also aligned with the dominance of Athena SWAN 

actions set on the side of ‘existing processes’ in the Figure 3 maps, as opposed to bringing in 

new changes. Overall, the non-engagement of senior management in recalling specific actions 

that they are leading on highlights the gap between rhetoric and practice in the context of gender 

equality in higher education, a key issue in institutional change given the vital role leaders play 

in instigating long-term and sustainable change; senior management must be cognisant of the 

change agenda that they are leading  (Hodgins, O’Connor & Buckley 2022; Kenny 2014; 

Mackay 2020).  

3. Discussion. 

Creating and applying the mapping technique contributed a new way of mapping subjective 

perceptions of research participants in the study.  

The purpose of the mapping technique within the research interviews’ space was to understand 

further how participants perceive Athena SWAN actions: as resulting in a removal of practices 

and structures, an adaptation of existing practices and structures, or an introduction of new 

ones, or a mixture of everything. The mapping technique did allow for the dialogue to continue 

in more depth on the participant’s actions that they worked on, and where on the spectrum do 

the actions go, from the perspective of the participant. This reflective process was teased out 

further while the participant did the exercise. The technique fostered greater deliberation and 

an unpacking of types of Athena SWAN Charter actions that are being brought into the 

university.  
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For those doing the interviews online, a greater proportion did not complete the technique, 

namely 57% in one case, compared to 27% in another and 22% in another. At the time of the 

online interviews, the research study was being undertaken while the author and interviewer 

was working from home during pandemic lockdowns. It was difficult to adapt the mapping 

technique for online interview use during the pandemic lockdown era in a way that was engaging 

for participants. The lesson here is that such interactive exercises need to be appropriately 

adapted for an online space during virtual interviews, as well as in person.  

It was the hope that the mapping technique would enable participants who would engage in 

institutional rhetoric or ‘happy talk’ to break with the language of mission speak and engage in 

an interactive way with the technique. However, it was clear that those engaged in such dialogue 

spoke unabated in the language of the institution, never coming out of “telling a happy story of 

the institution that is at once a story of the institution as happy” (Ahmed, 2012, p.10).  However, 

they spoke little in specific detail about the actions of the Charter. This lack of detail meant 

engaging in the exercise was always going to be a challenge, and it did result in non-

engagement in the mapping activity. Fully admitting naivety on the part of this qualitative 

researcher, it was difficult to fully expect that a participant who sits on an SAT would not to be 

familiar with the actions they are involved in operationalising, or to speak in such vagueness as 

to render participation with such a technique as non-viable. However, employing the technique 

in the interviews highlighted the lack of knowledge at senior management positions in the core 

work of the Charter. This finding suggests that whilst senior management may ‘talk the general 

talk’ of Athena SWAN, particularly pertinent in Ireland given the financial tie between research 

funding and Athena SWAN accreditation in Irish higher education, their knowledge of basic 

actions being carried out in the Charter work was lacking. This behaviour was also observed by 

a participant when reflecting on senior management in their university, noting that they “present 

a manically happy face” (A1), which can be inferred as institutional ‘happy talk,’ when talking 

publicly about the Athena SWAN Charter.  

The use of the mapping technique was a welcome change in format during the interview space 

and allowed for a discussion of issues and an unpacking of nuances underpinning the 

embedding of gender equality through the Athena SWAN Charter. Using the mapping technique 

altered the power dynamics between interviewer and participant, allowing the participant to 

focus on actions they were most familiar with and could reflect most on in the interview, thus 

enhancing their agency within the research space.  
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3.1 Methodological limitations. 

A number of methodological limitations arose during the undertaking of this research study. 

When implementing the mapping technique in the interviews, the voluntary nature of doing the 

exercise and the uneven engagement in this technique across the cases means that 

conclusions drawn from the data generated is limited as to the generalisability of findings.  Also, 

the potential impact of the interviewer and author’s positionality as a woman academic 

researcher working in the sector on the conduct of the interviews and on the application of the 

mapping technique with participants is a factor of consideration when assessing the rigor in the 

research conduct.  

3.2 Implications from the study for teaching, research and learning in 
higher education. 

The research study has important implications for teaching, research and learning in higher 

education beyond the study of the Athena SWAN Charter in Ireland. The current higher 

education sector’s focus on fostering participatory learnings environments, student-centred 

learning, inclusive education and curriculum co-design can adopt relevant learnings from this 

study and others that seek to develop and use techniques that enhance dialogue (McKenna & 

Martin, 2014), reflection (Ali, 2022), participant agency (Kortegast et al. 2019) and mediate a 

disruption of institutional rhetoric (Quinlivan, 2017). The multifocality of reflective practice 

across research methods and teaching practices, and the relevance of learnings across both 

contexts, can be enhanced further so that research continues to inform teaching and learning, 

and vice versa (Boistrup & Selander, 2021). 

4. Conclusion. 

The research study described in this article involved the development and application of a 

mapping technique that fostered more dialogue and enhanced agency with research 

participants during the interviews. It also sought to unpack subjective perceptions and key 

narratives of individuals responsible for designing and implementing Athena SWAN action plans 

in Ireland. Overall, the exercise worked well in the research interview setting. It allowed for a 

greater depth of deliberation on key issues and concepts, unpacking the nuances and 

understandings around Athena SWAN actions in instigating types of institutional change, 

highlighted a finding on non-engagement on the part of the participant in doing the technique 
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while engaging in a research interview, and the need to adapt such exercises for both the in-

person and virtual space. Finally, learnings generated from this study contribute to advancing 

methodological repertoire used in qualitative research studies, which is also relevant for 

enhanced student-centred and participatory teaching and learning praxis in higher education. 

Acknowledgements: I am most grateful to the 26 research participants who were involved in 

the research study and contributed their insights so generously and with much courage. I am 

enormously thankful to the two anonymous reviewers, whose comments significantly improved 

the work. My personal thanks to journal editor Dr Moira Maguire for her support in getting this 

article to the finishing line.  Sincerest thanks to the following people for their support, guidance 

and contributions during the undertaking of the research study: Dr Caitríona Ní Laoire, Professor 

Carol Linehan, Dr Allen White, Professor Fred Powell and Professor Fiona Mackay. My thanks 

to Aoife Dorney for creating the electronic data maps in Figure 3. Many thanks to the attendees 

at the Methods Conference (MethodsCon) 2022, hosted in Manchester University, UK, for 

providing hugely helpful feedback on this work. Last but certainly not least, my thanks to Dr Ben 

Harris-Roxas for encouraging me to finally finish the article.  

Funding: This article reports on findings generated within a research project 

(GendeResearchIreland) that received funding from the European Union’s Horizon 2020 

research and innovation program under the Marie Skłodowska-Curie Grant Agreement 

No.750408. 

 



AISHE-J Volume 18, Number 1 (Spring 2026) Page 18 

   

 

5. References. 

AdvanceHE. (2022). Athena SWAN Ireland. Available: https://www.advance-he.ac.uk/equality-

charters/international-charters/athena-swan-ireland 

Ahmed, S. (2012). On Being Included: Racism and Diversity in Institutional Life. Duke 

University Press.  

Ali, A. (2022). Critically reflective practice in visual communication design teaching for higher 

education undergraduate program. International Journal of Technology and Design 

Education, 32(2), 1063–1078. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10798-020-09626-6  

Archibong, U., Karodia, N., Webhe-Herrera, A., Bražinová, A., O’Mullane, M., & Kállayová, D. 

(2017). The GENOVATE Model for Gender Equality in Transforming Research and 

Innovation. http://www.genovate.eu/media/genovate/docs/deliverables/The-GENOVATE-

Model.pdf 

Archibong, U., O'Mullane, M., Kállayová, D., Karodia, N., Ní Laoire, C., & Picardi, I. (2016). 

Guided Reflection as an organisational learning [and Data Collection] tool in a Gender 

Equality Change Management Programme. International Journal of Organisational 

Diversity, 16(1), 19–34. https://doi.org/https://doi.org/10.18848/2328-

6261/CGP/v16i01/19-34  

Bencivenga, R., & Drew, E. (2020). Towards a Gender-Sensitive University. In E. Drew & S. 

Canavan (Eds.), The Gender-Sensitive University: A Contradiction in Terms? Routledge.  

Boistrup, L. B., & Selander, S. (2021). Designs for Research, Teaching and Learning: A 

Framework for Future Education (1;1st; ed.). Taylor & Francis. 

https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003096498  

Braun, V., & Clarke, V. (2022). Thematic analysis: A practical guide. Sage.  

Carlos, D. M., Silva, L. M. P., Beserra, M. A., Aragão, A. D. S., Gregory, A., & Ferriani, M. D. G. 

C. (2019). Social support network of family members of abused children and adolescents: 

Perspectives and possibilities. Journal of Clinical Nursing, 28(5-6), 814–827. 

https://doi.org/10.1111/jocn.14665  

Catney, G., Frost, D., & Vaughn, L. (2019). Residents’ perspectives on defining 

neighbourhood: mental mapping as a tool for participatory neighbourhood research. 

Qualitative Research, 19(6), 735–752. https://doi.org/10.1177/1468794118803841  

Clarke, A., Friese, C., & Washburn, R. (2018). Situational Analysis: Grounded Theory after the 

Interpretive Turn. Sage Publications.  

https://www.advance-he.ac.uk/equality-charters/international-charters/athena-swan-ireland
https://www.advance-he.ac.uk/equality-charters/international-charters/athena-swan-ireland
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10798-020-09626-6
http://www.genovate.eu/media/genovate/docs/deliverables/The-GENOVATE-Model.pdf
http://www.genovate.eu/media/genovate/docs/deliverables/The-GENOVATE-Model.pdf
https://doi.org/https:/doi.org/10.18848/2328-6261/CGP/v16i01/19-34
https://doi.org/https:/doi.org/10.18848/2328-6261/CGP/v16i01/19-34
https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003096498
https://doi.org/10.1111/jocn.14665
https://doi.org/10.1177/1468794118803841


AISHE-J Volume 18, Number 1 (Spring 2026) Page 19 

   

 

Clavero, S., & Galligan, Y. (2020). Analysing gender and institutional change in academia: 

evaluating the utility of feminist institutionalist approaches. Journal of Higher Education 

Policy and Management, 42(6), 650–666. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/1360080X.2020.1733736  

Denzin, N. K. (2017). Critical Qualitative Inquiry. Qualitative Inquiry, 23(1), 8–16. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/1077800416681864  

Dobbie, F., Reith, G., & McConville, S. (2018). Utilising social network research in the 

qualitative exploration of gamblers’ social relationships. Qualitative Research, 18(2), 207–

223. https://doi.org/10.1177/1468794117710323  

Forbes, M. A. (1999). Hope in the older adult with chronic illness: a comparison of tow 

research methods in theory building. ANS. Advances in nursing science, 22(2), 74–87. 

https://doi.org/10.1097/00012272-199912000-00008  

Godoy, S. M., Bellatorre, Z., Clarke, A., McClay, F., Rose, T., Rozelle-Bennett, C. C., Crisp, J., 

& Chapman, M. V. (2025). “This is the First Time I’ve Felt Seen”: How Community-

Engagement Can Improve Human Trafficking Research. International Journal of 

Qualitative Methods, 24, https://doi.org/10.1177/16094069251339086  

Guba, E. G., & Lincoln, Y. S. (1994). Competing paradigms in qualitative research. In N. K. 

Denzin & Y. S. Lincoln (Eds.), Handbook of Qualitative Research (pp. 105–117). SAGE.  

HEA. (2016). Report of the Expert Group- HEA National Review of Gender Equality in Irish  

Higher Education Institutions. Higher Education Authority.  

Henderson, H., & Bhopal, K. (2021). Narratives of academic staff involvement in Athena 

SWAN and race equality charter marks in UK higher education institutions. Journal of 

Education Policy, 1–17. https://doi.org/10.1080/02680939.2021.1891576  

Heykoop, C., Smrke, A., Wolfe, J., Rogers, L. K., Hill, T. T., Avery, J., Okonkwo-Dappa, A. J., 

Gill, P. K., Weller, S., & Peacock, S. (2025). Reshaping Adolescent and Young Adult 

Cancer Care and Support Through Participatory Engagement. International Journal of 

Qualitative Methods, 24,  https://doi.org/10.1177/16094069251378343  

Hodgins, M., O’Connor, P., & Buckley, L.-A. (2022). Institutional Change and Organisational 

Resistance to Gender Equality in Higher Education: An Irish Case Study. Administrative 

Sciences, 12(2), 59. https://doi.org/https://doi.org/10.3390/admsci12020059  

Huot, S., & Laliberte Rudman, D. (2015). Extending Beyond Qualitative Interviewing to 

Illuminate the Tacit Nature of Everyday Occupation: Occupational Mapping and 

Participatory Occupation Methods.  OTJR: Occupation, Participation and Health, 35(3), 

https://doi.org/10.1080/1360080X.2020.1733736
https://doi.org/10.1177/1077800416681864
https://doi.org/10.1177/1468794117710323
https://doi.org/10.1097/00012272-199912000-00008
https://doi.org/10.1177/16094069251339086
https://doi.org/10.1080/02680939.2021.1891576
https://doi.org/10.1177/16094069251378343
https://doi.org/https:/doi.org/10.3390/admsci12020059


AISHE-J Volume 18, Number 1 (Spring 2026) Page 20 

   

 

142–150. https://doi.org/doi: 10.1177/1539449215576488  

Kara, H. (2015). Creative Research Methods in the Social Sciences: A Practical Guide. Policy 

Press.  

Kenny, M. (2014). A Feminist Institutionalist Approach. Politics & Gender, 10(4), 679–684. 

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1743923X14000488  

Kortegast, C., McCann, K., Branch, K., Latz, A. O., Kelly, B. T., & Linder, C. (2019). Enhancing 

Ways of Knowing: The Case for Utilizing Participant-Generated Visual Methods in Higher 

Education Research. Review of Higher Education, 42(2), 485–510. 

https://doi.org/10.1353/rhe.2019.0004  

Krook, M. L., & Mackay, F. (2011). Gender, Politics and Institutions: Towards a Feminist 

Institutionalism. Palgrave Macmillan.  

Loveridge, J., Wood, B. E., Davis-Rae, E., & McRae, H. (2024). Ethical challenges in 

participatory research with children and youth. Qualitative Research, 24(2), 391–411. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/14687941221149594  

Lys, C., Gesink, D., Strike, C., & Larkin, J. (2018). Body Mapping as a Youth Sexual Health 

Intervention and Data Collection Tool. Qualitative Health Research, 28(7), 1185–1198. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/1049732317750862  

Mackay, F. (2020). Dilemmas of an Academic Feminist as Manager in the Neoliberal 

Academy: Negotiating Institutional Authority, Oppositional Knowledge and Change. 

Political Studies Review, 1–21.  

Mahoney, J., & Thelen, K. (2010). Explaining Institutional Change: Ambiguity, Agency and 

Power. Cambridge University Press.  

McKenna, E., & Martin, E. (2014). Embedding Civic Engagement in the Curriculum in Ireland. 

All Ireland Journal of Higher Education, 6(1). https://doi.org/10.62707/aishej.v6i1.160  

McNeilly, P., Macdonald, G., & Kelly, B. (2022). Rights Based, Participatory Interviews with 

Disabled Children and Young People: Practical and Methodological Considerations. 

Comprehensive Child & Adolescent Nursing, 45(2), 217–226. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/24694193.2021.1874078  

Nordtug, M. (2022). Using messy map interviews to describe and analyse elements pertinent 

to interviewees. Qualitative Research, 22(2), 269–281. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/1468794120979931  

O'Connor, P. (2020). Why is it so difficult to reduce gender inequality in male-dominated higher 

educational organizations? A feminist institutional perspective. Interdisciplinary Science 

https://doi.org/doi
https://doi.org/10.1017/S1743923X14000488
https://doi.org/10.1353/rhe.2019.0004
https://doi.org/10.1177/14687941221149594
https://doi.org/10.1177/1049732317750862
https://doi.org/10.62707/aishej.v6i1.160
https://doi.org/10.1080/24694193.2021.1874078
https://doi.org/10.1177/1468794120979931


AISHE-J Volume 18, Number 1 (Spring 2026) Page 21 

   

 

Reviews, 45(2), 207–228. https://doi.org/10.1080/03080188.2020.1737903  

O'Connor, P. (2025). Athena SWAN Silver Applications and Gender Equality Action Plans: A 

Driving Force in Irish Higher Education or Genderwashing? Gender, Work & Organization, 

32(6), 2339–2352. https://doi.org/10.1111/gwao.70012  

O'Connor, P., & White, K. (2021). Gender, Power and Higher Education in a Globalised World. 

Palgrave Macmillan.  

O’Mullane, M. (2021). Developing a theoretical framework for exploring the institutional 

responses to the Athena SWAN Charter in higher education institutions—A feminist 

institutionalist perspective. Irish Journal of Sociology : IJS, 29(2), 215–235. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/0791603521995372  

O’Mullane, M. (2023). What do the narratives tell us? Exploring the implementation of the 

Athena SWAN Ireland Charter. Frontiers in Sociology, 7, 1058397. 

https://doi.org/10.3389/fsoc.2022.1058397  

O’Mullane, M., & NíLaoire, C. (2025). Through the Lens of Critical Actors: Embedding Gender 

Equality in Irish Universities Through the Athena Swan Ireland Charter. In L. McIlrath, L. 

Leeson, H. Maher, & M. Connolly (Eds.), Transforming Gender Equality and Inclusion 

Within Higher Education in Ireland (pp. 105–124). Springer Nature. 

https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-031-89502-9_6  

Quinlivan, S. (2017). Disrupting the Status Quo? Discrimination in Academic Promotions. Irish 

Employment Law Journal, 14(3), 68–75.  

Rainford, J. (2020). Confidence and the effectiveness of creative methods in qualitative 

interviews with adults. International Journal of Social Research Methodology, 23(1), 109–

122. https://doi.org/10.1080/13645579.2019.1672287  

Ross, K. (2017). Making empowering choices: how methodology matters for empowering 

research participants. Qualitative Social Research, 18 (3), 1–17. 

https://doi.org/https://doi.org/10.17169/fqs-18.3.2791  

Tatham-Fashanu, C. (2023). Enhancing participatory research with young children through 

comic-illustrated ethnographic field notes. Qualitative Research, 23(6), 1714–1736. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/14687941221110186  

Thomas, N., & O'Kane, C. (1998). The ethics of participatory research with children. Children 

& society, 12(5), 336–348. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1099-0860.1998.tb00090.x  

White, K., & O'Connor, P. (2017). Gendered Success in Higher Education: Global 

Perspectives. Palgrave Macmillan.  

https://doi.org/10.1080/03080188.2020.1737903
https://doi.org/10.1111/gwao.70012
https://doi.org/10.1177/0791603521995372
https://doi.org/10.3389/fsoc.2022.1058397
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-031-89502-9_6
https://doi.org/10.1080/13645579.2019.1672287
https://doi.org/https:/doi.org/10.17169/fqs-18.3.2791
https://doi.org/10.1177/14687941221110186
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1099-0860.1998.tb00090.x


AISHE-J Volume 18, Number 1 (Spring 2026) Page 22 

   

 

Yarrow, E., & Johnston, K. (2023). Athena SWAN: “Institutional peacocking” in the neoliberal 

university. Gender, Work & Organization, 30(3), 757–772. 

https://doi.org/10.1111/gwao.12941  

 

 

 

https://doi.org/10.1111/gwao.12941


AISHE-J Volume 18, Number 1 (Spring 2026) Page 23 

   

 

Appendix 1: Research interview questions included in the topic guide. 

1. Your own personal experience. 

a. How did you come to be a member of the Athena SWAN self-assessment team (SAT)? 
Which Athena SWAN actions are you working on, and how is it going for you?  

2. Ongoing process of Athena SWAN. 

b. Keeping in mind the work you do as part of Athena SWAN, can you tell me how it works 
with existing processes?  

c. How have existing practices changed? 

d. How would you describe the structure of the university? Does this context you’ve 
described help or hinder implementing the Athena SWAN actions?  

e. Thinking about your work on Athena SWAN and as a member of the SAT, would you say 
that the implementing of the actions has meant a removal of existing structures or 
practices and an introduction of new ones? 

f. Would you say Athena SWAN actions require different ways of working? Do you rely on 
informal ways (social capital, social networks) of working to implement the actions you’re 
involved with? Or not at all? 

g. Do you think the fact that Athena SWAN awards are tied to research funding from 
research bodies is a driver for the process now? 

3. The role, position and perception of Athena SWAN.  

h. How do you think the gender topic is perceived by senior management? Does that help 
or hinder the Athena SWAN process?  

i. Do you think that senior management is engaged with all levels of staff in 
operationalising Athena SWAN actions? Would you describe the Athena SWAN process 
as top-down, bottom-up, or both? 

j. Are you aware of masculinist practices and culture in this institution? 

k. Can you think of any people championing the Athena SWAN process and actions? Are 
those people in positions of seniority?  

l. How do you see the potential, and reality, of Athena SWAN as a way of bringing about 
meaningful change?  

m. Based on your experience, do you feel the Athena SWAN process is challenging the 
status quo or maintaining it in terms of gender equality?  

n. Leaving aside the Athena SWAN process, what would you like to see done in addressing 
gender inequality and how could you see it happening? 

 

 


	1. Introduction.
	1.1 Background.
	1.2 Creating space for enhanced participatory involvement in qualitative research studies.
	1.3 Using creative methods and mapping techniques in qualitative research interviews.
	1.4 Exploring the narratives engaged by key actors who are collectively designing and implementing the Athena SWAN Ireland Charter in three universities: A research study.

	2. Methodology.
	2.1 Findings on applying the visual mapping technique in research interviews.
	2.1.1 Visual mapping techniques can foster greater dialogue, enhanced agency and allow for a collection of data on subjective perceptions of institutional change.
	2.1.2 Some participants did not engage in the visual mapping technique.


	3. Discussion.
	3.1 Methodological limitations.
	3.2 Implications from the study for teaching, research and learning in higher education.

	4. Conclusion.
	5. References.

