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discussion on belonging. This final interview also offered an opportunity to follow up on any points 

of discussion from the first interview that required clarification.  

Figure 2. Data generation flow and resulting artefacts 

 

During the second stage of data generation, I used an arts-based method called drawing 

elicitation to support and augment interviews within an overall qualitative approach. Elicitation 

refers to research methods that encourage participants to share their thoughts and ideas in 

response to written, verbal, or visual stimuli (Barton, 2015). More specifically, drawing elicitation is 

when researchers ask their participants to produce a drawing in response to a particular question or 

topic, the goal being “to capture and project their experiences, feelings, emotions and thoughts onto 

paper in an attempt to explore and make sense of the image” (Ward & Shortt, 2018, p. 267).  

Drawing elicitation activities, like interviews, can be conducted using structured, semi-

structured, or unstructured techniques. For this study, I chose to use an unstructured drawing 

activity because it is more commonly used than the structured or semi-structured approaches and 

because the unstructured approach allows participants to respond freely on a blank sheet of paper 

to a given prompt, thereby minimizing researcher influence on participant outputs (Ward & Shortt, 

2018). The drawing prompt in this study was:  

Create a piece of art that represents your sense of belonging or 

aspects of your belonging in your role at your institution in Japan. 

 

As I designed this activity to be completed by participants on their own, I also shared an art activity 

instruction sheet (Appendix F) for further explanation. Two participants made artworks on paper 
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which they photographed to share, and two made digital artworks. Upon completion of our second 

interviews, each participant sent me a digital file of their artwork.  

My motivation to incorporate an arts-based method initially stemmed from my background 

and education as a fine artist. Upon critical reflection, though, it also became important to me 

personally and epistemologically to use an arts-based method because I believed it would allow 

participants freedom of voice and expression, encourage a holistic view of their experiences, and 

facilitate a collaborative sense-making process (Ward & Shortt, 2018). This is possible because arts-

based methods position participants and researchers side by side in the viewing of the participant-

produced artwork while empowering participants to guide its interpretation and discussion (Shortt & 

Warren, 2012). Additionally, gaining a deep understanding of participants’ subjective experiences, 

perspectives, and voices is vital to the constructionist approach underpinning this study, and 

drawing elicitation has come to be known as a worthwhile tool for prompting rich and emotive 

accounts (Ward & King, 2020). This is especially true concerning aspects of participants’ lives that 

they may take for granted or otherwise overlook (Barton, 2015). 

The interviews before and after the completion of the participant-produced artwork were 

semi-structured. I prepared open-ended question schedules (Appendix G and Appendix H) for both 

interviews. This format allowed me to react flexibly and in a context-sensitive way during the 

interviews (Brinkmann & Kvale, 2018), which was particularly key during the second round of 

interviews when participants presented their artwork. Semi-structured interviews are frequently 

used to capture nuanced and complex meanings (Kvale, 2008) and qualitative arts-based and visual 

methods have been found to evoke deep reflexive and emotive accounts from participants (Ward & 

Shortt, 2020). Together these methods can explore the messiness and contradictory nature of not 

only belonging as a construct but also of the complex realities unique to each participant. 

All interviews were conducted and recorded online by distance via Zoom due to travel 

limitations and other hurdles regarding participants’ in-person availability. Although I had intended 

to conduct the interviews in person as much as possible (given a planned trip to Japan), I found that 

the facilitation and structure of the interviews online did not differ significantly from if I had 

conducted them face-to-face. Conducting the interviews online presented several practical 

advantages. For example, online interviewing is efficient in terms of flexibility and investment of 

time while allowing participants to control their interview setting and location as well as how they 

self-present during the interview; self-presentation could include where their camera is positioned 

or what camera “background” they choose (i.e., blurred, virtual, or non-virtual, Żadkowska et al., 

2022).  
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Table 2. Interview information 

Name Interview  1 
Duration 

Interview 2 
Duration 

Days between 
interviews 

Anna 43:03 47:25 17 
Noah 44:13 48:07 18 
Bob 41:34 45:17 4 

Jasper 56:29 58:37 25 
 

Table 2 shows that interviews ranged from 41 minutes to 58 minutes, with the average 

interview lasting 48 minutes. Together, the eight interviews comprised 6 hours and 24 minutes of 

interview time and resulted in eight transcripts for a total of 101 single-spaced pages of interview 

data. The break between the first and second interviews was as short as four days and as long as 25 

days, depending on the participants’ schedule and how long they foresaw they needed to complete 

the activity thoughtfully.  

4.2.4 Data analysis  

I analyzed the interview transcripts using the reflexive thematic analysis process outlined by 

Braun and Clarke (2021). Reflexive thematic analysis is “a method for developing, analyzing and 

interpreting patterns across a qualitative dataset” (Braun & Clarke, 2021, p. 4) where the aim is to 

produce “a coherent and compelling interpretation of the data, grounded in the data” (Braun et al., 

2019, p. 848).  

There are several variations of thematic analysis methods. I chose reflexive thematic analysis 

specifically because it is a Big Q qualitative approach to data analysis that positions researcher 

subjectivity as a valuable resource in the research process (Braun & Clarke, 2021). The interpretivist 

constructionist paradigm and qualitative methodology assumed in this thesis form a view of 

knowledge as subjective, contextual, and radically interpretive; as such, reflexive thematic analysis is 

well suited to this study. Moreover, reflexive thematic analysis encourages the development of rich 

and thorough descriptions of themes found across the entire dataset while also highlighting nuanced 

and detailed accounts; this kind of approach is particularly valuable when investigating under-

researched topics and groups of people, as is the case with the present research (Braun & Clarke, 

2006). 

It is important to note that although the participant-produced drawings were a crucial 

aspect of the data gathered for this study, I as the researcher did not analyze the artworks as 

standalone data on my own. Instead, special care and attention were given to the language 

participants used during our follow-up interviews as they explained the meaning behind their 
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drawings, described their artistic choices, and oriented me to the figures, objects, symbols, and 

spaces they depicted. By facilitating in-depth and often emotive narrations given directly from 

international faculty members’ highly contextualized insider perspectives, these artworks provide a 

window into potentially exciting insights into how international faculty in Japan socially construct 

their realities in relationship to belonging.  

The reflexive thematic analysis process is made up of six phases, as shown in Figure 3. 

However, analysis involves moving forward and backward through each phase, where individual 

phases require repeated reflection and review, and each phase can be revisited as necessary (Terry 

et al., 2017). I was aware of my role as a researcher in the cocreation of meaning during both data 

generation and analysis and kept a reflexive journal for tracking my thoughts, choices, and 

challenges throughout (Braun & Clarke, 2021). I will now outline my progression through each of 

these phases.  

Figure 3. Six phases of reflexive thematic analysis based on Braun and Clarke (2021)  

 

Phase 1: Familiarisation. My initial engagement with the data took place through the 

transcription process. I used a digital transcription tool called otter.ai to generate a first draft of 

transcripts then crosschecked and corrected each transcript against the recorded interview audio. I 

then listened to all interviews again without reading the transcripts or note-taking. This gave me a 

chance to reflect on the interview experience and consider the main topics covered in each 

interview. Next, I printed and read the transcripts two more times, making notes by hand in the 

margins of initial trends and items of interest. I also printed and viewed participants’ artwork while 

reading, making note of where they referred to their artwork in the transcripts and sometimes 

labelling how their artwork was described directly on the artworks.  

Phase 2: Coding. Coding is the act of seeking out and labelling individual extracts from the 

data that hold specific meanings that could be potentially relevant to one’s research questions 

(Braun & Clarke, 2021). I conducted three iterations of coding. During my first iteration of coding, I 

highlighted quotes and wrote initial codes in the margins directly on the printed transcripts while 

also listening to the interview audio. For the second iteration of coding, I decided to transition my 

work from analogue to digital by using the software Nvivo. This first required that I retroactively 



 38 

input the codes I generated from iteration one into Nvivo. Then, I began the second iteration of 

coding entirely using NVivo. While reading through each transcript without audio, I created new 

codes without editing or deleting the codes I had generated during iteration one. After these first 

two iterations of coding, I had a total of 314 unique codes across eight transcripts. 

When I first started coding, I stayed close to participants’ words and coded semantically, 

Semantic coding mainly aims to capture an explicit, descriptive, or summative level of analysis of the 

data (Byrne, 2022). However, as I grew more familiar with the data and the coding process, my 

coding became increasingly latent or indicative of deeper, more conceptual meaning (Braun & Clarke, 

2021). Latent coding requires more interpretation and creativity from the researcher (Byrne, 2022). 

An example of a semantic code from iteration one is “personal life can get in the way of building 

belonging at work,” and a latent code example from iteration two is “belonging is an act of 

vulnerability and trust.”  

I described my process for coding iteration three in my digital reflexive journal:  

Rather than going through each interview one by one, this time around is more about 

going through all the existing codes I have from my previous two rounds, identifying 

codes that are the same or redundant, deleting codes that are unnecessary, and refining 

codes with new wording … I have exported the codes as a master list, printed them, and 

cut them up. Now I am going to consolidate them physically by hand, removing 

duplicates, combining similar codes, and renaming codes as needed.  

This third iteration of coding (which can be seen in Figure 4) resulted in the reduction of 314 codes 

down to 91. During this iteration, I wrote brief descriptions of each of the 91 codes in Nvivo to clarify 

my understanding. I also tracked my code deletions and combinations in a separate Nvivo folder for 

reference.  
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Figure 4. Images of the third iteration of Phase 3 Coding: Reducing and refining codes by hand 

  
 

  
Source: Photos by Maryann Miyashiro  

Working in Nvivo allowed me to form a clear and transparent audit trail from phase 2 

through subsequent phases. By creating separate folders for each iteration of coding, and later for 

theme generation and development, I was able to track the progression of codes and themes at 

every stage. In addition, I used the Nvivo Note feature to create Memos to act as separate entries in 

a digital reflexive journal tied to the data analysis (a sample of entries can be seen in Figure 5). These 

Memos gave me a space to critically reflect on how I was interpreting the data and responding to 

challenges throughout the data analysis process.  

Figure 5. Screenshot of Nvivo showing code and theme folder organization by phase and iteration (left) and list 
of reflexive journal entries made while coding (right)  
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Phase 3: Generating initial themes. Viewing codes as the smallest units of meaning in 

analysis, the next step is to begin seeking out conceptual patterns in those codes by sorting them 

into clusters of shared meaning or themes that address your research questions (Braun & Clarke, 

2021). To do this, I used a digital mind-mapping software called Wondershare EdrawMind. This 

software allowed me to create visual mind maps (see Figure 6) of initial themes by moving individual 

codes into clusters which I could name and edit relatively quickly and easily. Further examples of in-

progress mind maps from my data analysis process can be found in Appendix I. During my first 

iteration of initial theme generation, I worked quickly and formed clusters based on my instincts. 

This attempt to cluster all the codes resulted in thirteen rough candidate themes. This acted as a 

kind of practice round, allowing me to get familiar with the codes and the clustering process.  

Figure 6. Example mind map of code clusters  

 

In my second iteration of theme generation, I put aside my first attempt and started fresh. 

Working more slowly and methodically, I generated five themes and thirteen sub-themes, which I 

then proceeded to revise in subsequent iterations of the initial theme generation. I took an 

exploratory and inductive approach to theme generation by using my participants’ experiences “as 

the starting point for engaging with meaning” (Braun & Clarke, 2021, p. 56) and attempting to keep 

my interpretations grounded in the dataset rather than pre-existing theory (Linneberg & Korsgaard, 

2019). To do this, I reviewed my code descriptions and reflexive journal entries from Phase 2 

alongside the coded data extracts and participant-produced artworks to inform my sense-making. 

This, together with active journaling of my theme generation process, helped me maintain an open 
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mind and be willing to let go of early ideas. This is captured by my reflexive journal entry reflecting 

on iteration three:  

For a while, I thought I was doing all right, but the more I think about how I have 

organized my themes, sub-themes, and codes in relationship to the dataset, the more I 

feel like they aren’t working. Sometimes they’re too broad, sometimes too specific. I 

grow too fixated on the tentative names I assign the themes and allow them to limit 

how I think. I understand now why naming is reserved for later on.  

This process of building up and even abandoning ideas across five iterations of initial theme 

generation eventually resulted in four candidate themes which I referred to tentatively as belonging 

as a dynamic process, meaningful belonging, risky belonging, and belonging spaces.  

Phase 4: Developing and reviewing themes. To assess the four candidate themes and their 

suitability in relationship to the dataset as a whole, I used NVivo to revisit each interview 

transcription once again. During this review, I prioritized checking the themes against the coded 

extracts to make sure concepts and quotes were viable within the context of whole interviews. By 

viewing the code stripes in NVivo alongside the interview text (see Figure 7), I was able to see which 

passages were dense with themes and meaning in the interviews. This informed the mind maps and 

diagrams I created to identify key ideas in each theme and to visualize how themes intersect, overlap, 

and contradict. As I progressed through each interview, I also collated quotes that best illustrated 

ideas consistent with the themes.  

Figure 7. Screenshot of NVivo showing a sample of interview 2 (text blurred to protect raw data) with 
participant Noah (left) and corresponding code stripes (right) 
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Phase 5: Refining, defining, and naming themes. By engaging with the themes through mind 

maps and the raw dataset, I was able to refine my ideas to the point of putting them into words. 

Taking time to free write and articulate my themes to critical friends and my supervisor also helped 

me clarify the definitions of individual themes and allowed me to think through their descriptions 

and formulate definitions. I started to grow aware of the themes as parts of an overall story about 

my participants’ experiences as evidenced by the dataset. The general ideas behind each of the four 

themes did not drastically change from Phase 3 to Phase 5. However, as the theme definitions were 

refined, so were their names. At this point, the themes came to be known as Belonging as an active 

two-way negotiation, Belonging as a pursuit of meaning, Risky and emotional belonging, and 

Belonging as spatial, embodied, and material. 

Phase 6: Writing up. As I drafted my results chapter, the ideas and boundaries of each theme 

became clearer and more defined. Even at this late phase, the reflexive thematic process remained 

iterative. I continually moved back and forth between my writing, mind maps, and the raw data set, 

sometimes revising codes and their fit with individual themes. At this point, I was deeply engaged 

with the literature as I worked on my chapters on belonging and the Japanese higher education 

context. Doing literature work simultaneously with this final phase of analysis bolstered my 

theoretical understanding of key issues present in the data and pushed me to remain open to new 

interpretations, patterns, and links across the themes.  

To summarize, my interpretivist constructionist paradigm and Big Q qualitative methodology 

position me, the researcher, as an active agent in the data analysis process. This positioning is 

reinforced by the nature of my chosen data analysis method, reflexive thematic analysis, which views 

the subjectivity of the researcher as a valuable tool for the development of rich and nuanced 

interpretation. Throughout all six phases of the iterative analysis process, I kept a reflexive journal to 

maintain my awareness of my role as co-creator of knowledge. This journal enriched my personal 

growth while also adding to the sincerity and credibility of this study by allowing me to draw from my 

own detailed personal accounts to be able to describe my process in this write-up.  

4.3 Quality  

The quality of this study was judged against the “big-tent” criteria for quality in qualitative 

research (Tracy, 2010). Of the eight big-tent criteria, I will discuss four here. They are rich rigor, 

sincerity, credibility, and ethics. I have chosen to discuss the remaining criteria in the chapters 

deemed most relevant to them. The location of the discussions of all criteria (listed in the order 

indicated by Tracy [2010]) can be seen in Table 3.  
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Table 3. Location of the eight big-tent criteria in the thesis 

Big-tent criteria Chapter  Section 

Worthy topic  1: Introduction 1.2 

Rich rigor  4: Methodology 4.3.1 

Sincerity   4: Methodology 4.3.2 

Credibility  4: Methodology 4.3.3 

Resonance  6: Discussion 7.2.3 

Significant contribution  6: Discussion 7.2.4 

Ethics  4: Methodology 4.3.4 

Meaningful coherence  6: Discussion 7.2.5 

4.3.1 Rich rigor  

A rigorous study is marked by an abundance of thick descriptions and explanations of 

appropriate theories and methods (Tracy & Hinrichs, 2017). To maintain rigor, I adhered to the 

procedures I set out in my initial ethics application and kept a clear audit trail through data 

generation and analysis. I also recorded notes and reflections regularly in my reflexive journal at 

every stage of the research process, starting with the formation of the research question through 

the completion of the project. Before the commencement of official interviews, I conducted two 

practice interviews to confirm the effectiveness of the interview schedules. I was flexible and 

thoughtful with my timeline to ensure that sufficient time was allotted for thorough analysis and for 

facilitating and onboarding member reflections. Additionally, during the theme generation and initial 

writing-up phases of my reflexive thematic analysis process, I spoke regularly with a critical friend. A 

critical friend is typically someone uninvolved in the research project who can offer feedback, pose 

valuable and challenging questions, and encourage reflection (Swaffield, 2007). As a novice 

qualitative researcher, having a critical friend to lend insight into the data and its interpretation was 

invaluable to my growth and progress. During these conversations, I was careful to protect the 

integrity of my participants by prohibiting access to their raw data and maintaining their anonymity.  

4.3.2 Sincerity  

Sincerity is characterized by the reflexivity of the researcher and transparency regarding the 

methods and challenges experienced throughout the study (Tracy & Hinrichs, 2017). Reflexivity is an 

ongoing and active process of critical self-reflection embedded in all aspects of qualitative research 

(Guillemin & Gillam, 2004). Meanwhile, transparency is about being truthful and clear about one’s 

process, including disclosure of any mistakes, surprises, or unresolved elements that may have 
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arisen in the research (Tracy & Hinrichs, 2017). Both reflexivity and transparency are characterized 

by a sense of honesty and vulnerability, and together they facilitate more thoughtful ethical practice 

because they sensitize researchers to the complexities and tensions that may arise when working 

with participants (Guillemin & Gillam, 2004).  

To maintain an active practice of reflexivity and transparency throughout this study, I kept a 

regular journal of my reasonings, reflections, choices, and challenges. As Braun and Clarke (2021) 

point out, reflexive journal entries may be tedious at times, but they can also provide a map of our 

process and a springboard for questioning our assumptions. I made weekly entries in my journal to 

track my progress and my entries became more frequent once I started the data generation and 

analysis to track my in-process thoughts and reactions. My journal (see sample extracts in Appendix J) 

was kept both physically in a notebook and on the computer, taking the form of written textual 

entries, digital mind mapping diagrams, sketches, and memos in NVivo. Reflexive journaling helped 

me to understand and visualize my development as a researcher and the ways I simultaneously 

shaped and was shaped by this process.  

4.3.3 Credibility  

Credibility is important because it signals that research is trustworthy and dependable (Tracy, 

2010). When conducting research grounded in interpretation, as is the case with this study, a 

researcher’s analysis must be compelling, convincing, and plausible (Tracy, 1995). Three ways to 

achieve credibility in qualitative research are showing evidence of thick description, multivocality, 

and seeking member reflections (Tracy & Hinrichs, 2017). In this study, I have strived to achieve 

credibility by using thick descriptions and by employing member reflections; the small sample size 

precluded extensive use of multivocality.  

Thick description is characterized by contextualized analysis and rich interpretation that 

captures emotion, assigns motivation, and demonstrates meaningfulness (Ponterotto, 2006). Quality 

reflexive thematic analysis is also conceptualized in this way, particularly when it comes to 

contextualizing data extracts during the writing-up phase (Braun & Clarke, 2021). Therefore, in my 

results and discussion chapters, I contextualize my interpretations through extensive use of 

participants’ quotes. The use of thick description is not only aligned with my chosen data analysis 

method but also with my interpretivist constructionist paradigm which states that because reality is 

constructed and knowledge is interpreted, understanding then should be contextual (Willis, 2007). 

By giving a thorough and careful explanation of my paradigm earlier in this chapter, I hope to make 

my position explicit and demonstrate credibility.   
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Another practice that improves credibility is member reflections where researchers share 

early findings with their participants (Tracy & Hinrichs, 2017). Member reflections move beyond 

merely checking with participants for accuracy in that they invite participants into an active process 

of dialoguing, feedback, and collaboration (Tracy, 2010). After the completion of interviews and 

review of transcripts, I notified participants that I would ask for their participation in a series of 

member reflections. I facilitated these reflections in two phases. Firstly, at the start of my reflexive 

thematic analysis to deepen my familiarity with my participants and data, I wrote summaries of my 

participants’ backgrounds and interpretations behind their artwork. I sent these individual write-ups 

to each participant for their review. Later, after my reflexive thematic analysis and my initial write-

up of the analysis were completed, I shared this initial draft with participants in a second round of 

member reflections and invited them to offer their reflections. The feedback I received from both 

rounds was incorporated into my final writing. This integration of participants’ voices ensures the 

trustworthiness and credibility of the final results, particularly in a study where subjectivity could be 

questioned (McKim, 2023). 

4.3.4 Ethics 

Lastly, ethical research is characterized by upholding ethics in procedures, situations, 

relationships, and upon exiting or concluding the research (Tracy & Hinrichs, 2017). As a researcher, I 

strove to maintain ethical integrity throughout this study. Ethical considerations in this study 

included the privacy, confidentiality, and informed consent of the participants, ways of maintaining 

trust and mitigating discomfort, attention to potential power imbalance, and dissemination of the 

thesis. As noted earlier, formal ethical approval was secured (see Appendix A) before embarking on 

the study.  

I shared all critical information regarding my research with participants before their final 

decision to join, including the study’s aims, processes, and how the research would be shared 

afterwards (Cohen et al., 2018; Mutch, 2013). Gaining the informed consent of participants ensured 

their full comprehension and acknowledged their self-determination, or right to withdraw their 

participation (Cohen et al., 2018). I also made every effort to protect participants’ privacy and 

confidentiality. Participants were able to choose their pseudonyms and all identifiable names of 

institutions, cities, people, etc. were removed from interview transcriptions and participant-

produced artworks. All data and consent forms were securely stored, backed up, and password-

protected via a University of Waikato network. These considerations ensure participants have 

agency and feel at ease as much as possible during the research process.  
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In addition to ensuring that participants are sufficiently informed and that their privacy is 

safeguarded, qualitative researchers also have an ethical obligation to minimize any distress they 

may cause to participants in the course of the study (Whitney & Evered, 2022). While drawing 

elicitation is a common arts-based research method, it is not unusual for adults to find such a 

situation awkward or uncomfortable (Ward & Shortt, 2018). Indeed, some participants expressed 

anxiety over their self-perceived lack of creative or artistic skills when doing or talking about the 

drawing elicitation activity. To mitigate their discomfort, I intentionally planned for the drawing 

activity to be done privately and allowed participants to take as much time as they deemed 

necessary to complete the artwork before scheduling our second interview. I also assured 

participants that the activity was meant mainly as an opportunity for creative self-reflection, that 

there was no right or wrong way to approach the activity, and that their artistic skills would not be 

judged.  

In consideration of relational ethics, I have done my best to acknowledge the voices of my 

participants and treat them with respect (Tracy & Hinrichs, 2017). Given the open-ended nature of 

qualitative research, continued communication with participants even after receiving their consent 

is necessary to maintain their trust and autonomy (Watanabe et al., 2011). As per the consent form, 

participants were able to withdraw their participation up until the time they had reviewed and 

approved their final transcripts and artwork. Participants were also invited to participate in member 

reflections on the preliminary results. These reviews and reflections give participants a chance to 

confirm that the transcripts are accurate and free of information that might render them identifiable 

(Rowlands, 2021) and to give feedback on whether the results are meaningful and comprehendible 

(Tracy, 2010). Providing participants with ways to provide feedback keeps them involved in the 

process and allows them control over how their data is represented. 

Careful consideration of potential power imbalances is a critical ethical consideration as 

both participants and researchers are vulnerable to relational issues involving power (Mutch, 2013). 

As the researcher, I am arguably in a privileged position over my participants in that I determine the 

structure and terms of this research project from the outset. However, this power imbalance was in 

turn arguably offset by our professional and academic statuses. For example, I am an administrative 

staff member while my participants are academic faculty. Moreover, I am only a beginner researcher 

working towards completion of my master’s degree while my participants are working professors 

and experienced researchers holding master’s degrees or PhDs. Power imbalances were further 

mitigated with my chosen methods. For example, by using interviews and drawing elicitation 

together, I hoped to build trust and potentially diminish any present power imbalance by allowing 

participants agency over what is discussed through the presentation and explanation of their self-
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generated artwork (Lynch & Glass, 2020). Additionally, data analysis was limited to transcriptions not 

only to prioritize the collaborative sense-making process but also to ensure that the intended 

meanings behind participants’ artworks were not misrepresented (Ward & Shortt, 2018). I hope that 

participants’ active and ongoing contributions further mitigate power imbalances by prioritizing and 

empowering their voices at every stage of this collaborative research process.  

Exiting ethics refers to the ethical considerations that go beyond the data collection and are 

reserved for after the study has been completed (Reid et al., 2018). The results from this research 

will be shared with both participants and the scholarly community at large.  Furthermore, the thesis 

resulting from this research will be shared directly with participants upon completion and 

submission. The final thesis will also be made available in the University of Waikato Research 

Commons Database which is open to the public.  

4.4 Summary 

I started this chapter with an in-depth description of this study’s theoretical underpinnings, 

explaining its interpretive constructionist paradigm, relativist ontology, subjectivist epistemology, 

and qualitative methodology. Altogether, this paradigm is coherent and has guided this study from 

its beginning through to its conclusion. This paradigm allows me as the researcher to seek an 

understanding of my participants’ socially constructed and highly subjective views on belonging 

while grounding my interpretations within the contextualizing historical, political, and cultural 

discourses relevant to their roles and perspectives. Semi-structured interviews and unstructured 

drawing elicitation were chosen as data generation methods that would encourage rich outputs 

from participants and facilitate collaborative sense-making of those outputs. I used reflexive 

thematic analysis as a Big Q analysis technique for its embrace of researcher subjectivity and thick 

description. To conclude this chapter, I discussed quality using four of Tracy’s (2010) eight big-tent 

criteria for quality in qualitative research, adding to the discussion of quality across the thesis as a 

whole. The following chapter will present the results of my reflexive thematic analysis.  
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Chapter 5: Results 

This chapter presents four themes related to belonging for international faculty in Japan. 

Themes were generated through reflexive thematic analysis of eight participant interview transcripts, 

four of which featured a discussion of participant-produced artworks. These artworks offered a 

unique view into the four participants’ experiences of belonging by not only building upon and 

clarifying points of discussion from our initial interviews but also leading to new and deeper insights 

in our second interviews.  

Figure 8. Visualization of themes resulting from reflexive thematic analysis  
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The four themes generated in this study support conceptualizations of belonging as multiple, 

shifting, and nuanced (Lähdesmäki et al., 2016). The first theme, Belonging as an active two-way 

negotiation, describes how the four international faculty members in my study actively co-construct 

their belonging with both members of their institution and the institutions themselves. The second 

theme, Belonging as a pursuit of meaning, focuses on the role of purpose and meaning in the 

development of participants’ belonging. The third theme, Risky and emotional belonging, 

considers the emotional landscape underlying the dynamic process of belonging. Finally, the fourth 

theme, Belonging as spatial, embodied, and material, explores the roles that artefacts, bodies, and 

surroundings play in participants’ understandings of belonging. These themes are summarized in 

Figure 8, which offers a visualization of the themes and relevant results, highlighting key ideas 

related to each theme.  

As there are four themes and four participants, I have chosen to visually feature one 

participant’s artwork in each theme as a way of integrating the artworks into the presentation of 

results. This is not because they were the only participant to speak on that theme; all four 

participants contributed to each of the themes to different degrees, and I do still refer to other 

participants’ artworks as they are relevant to the four themes. To read the biographical descriptions 

of each participant, see Table 1 in Chapter 4. To see each participant’s artwork as full-page spreads, 

refer to Appendix K. 

5.1 Belonging as an active two-way negotiation  

Active, ongoing negotiation was key to how participants experienced belonging. These 

negotiations were illustrated in different ways in each participant’s artwork. For example, Anna’s 

artwork (Figure 11, p. 58) depicts two tango dancers to express belonging as an active and 

interactive process of her finding out “whether I fit with the institution or not.” Through the 

metaphor of tango, Anna explained that belonging is not fixed but something that she can construct 

over time by listening, reacting, and improvising as one would do during an unchoreographed dance. 

Through this process, Anna feels that she has successfully been able to develop her sense of 

belonging: 

It is a two-way, not a one-way approach because the process of me trying to adapt 

myself was responsive and people at [my institution] were also listening to me and 

finding a better way for me to become part of them.  



 50 

Even though Anna has lived and worked abroad and in Japan for some years, this process is ongoing. 

“Improvising is something that I'm really not very good at,” Anna says, “but I'm trying to do that 

slowly.”  

 Jasper’s view on this negotiation process is similar to Anna’s in that they both place 

emphasis not only on the importance of forming connections but also on the degree of agency 

international faculty have when it comes to the co-construction of belonging. In Jasper’s view, 

international faculty can intentionally influence their behaviour, actions, decisions, and attitudes, all 

of which contribute to a sense of belonging. Even given the reciprocal nature of belonging as a 

negotiation, Jasper states that how one approaches belonging is key:  

I suppose it depends how people react to you. … But you need to kind of put yourself 

out there a bit, I think, in order to give yourself that chance to feel a sense of 

belonging. … I think it depends what you put into something. Whatever you put in, I 

think you do tend to reap some kind of reward from that.  

Jasper and Anna also apply this “you get out what you put in” (Jasper) mentality to learning 

Japanese for the sake of making connections at work and in the community. Both Anna and Jasper 

view learning Japanese as invaluable because Japanese can be used as a tool to improve belonging 

not only in the workplace but in everyday life when engaging with the local community and culture. 

For Jasper who lives in a small town that mainly uses a “very strong dialect” of Japanese, not knowing 

the language can feel like a “barrier” to belonging. By learning the language slowly over time, Jasper 

is “able to use [his] Japanese at work and build relationships with people” in the community at large 

which has improved his sense of belonging. In another example, Anna’s appearance sometimes led 

locals to believe that she “doesn’t really look like a foreigner.” This led to perceived expectations 

regarding her level of Japanese cultural and language understanding. Although this felt like a kind of 

“double hurdle” for Anna, she realized: “Either I make the decision to - and I would learn the 

language and I go into the [Japanese] culture - or I stay away. And I wanted to go in.” 

Whereas Anna and Jasper highlight the ways international faculty can be agents in the co-

construction of their belongings, Bob demonstrates ways that agency can be limited or constrained 

when the negotiation process is perceived as one-sided. Bob’s artwork illustrates his experiences of 

(non-)belonging at his institution through a series of vignettes (labelled in Figure 9) illustrating the 

dynamics between himself and various key actors. First among these actors are the “seniors” 

(vignette A) who are largely emblematic of Bob’s feelings of not belonging. Bob explains that the 

seniors are in fact fellow international faculty working and leading within his department. Moreover, 

the seniors are mainly Western men who are “permanent and also tenure track, but definitely not 
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the same level as us.” “Us” here refers to the “peers,” or the group of fixed-term foreign language 

teachers with whom Bob identifies (vignettes B, C, and D).  

Figure 9. Bob’s artwork (pencil on paper) with vignettes labelled A through E (labels added by researcher) 

 

According to Bob, the tension between the seniors and the peers can be attributed to differences in 

contract, as Bob and the peers’ statuses as fixed-term faculty engender feelings of marginalization. 

The tension between these two groups can also be attributed to communication and leadership 

styles, as the seniors tend to employ top-down methods of management and are seen as closed off 

and remote from the fixed-term faculty. For example, Bob elaborates how the seniors repeatedly 

stymie his sense of belonging by putting formal structures in place that reinforce a sense of 

“hierarchy amongst the lecturers.” Although Bob implied that emphasis on hierarchy is not 

uncommon in the Japanese context, he also shared his belief that hierarchy “hinders people's ability 

to feel like they can contribute or feel like their opinions are relevant.” This is illustrated in vignette 

A in the artwork, about which Bob states:  

The initial part when you have me over here [within vignette A on the artwork] is just 

like someone with lots of ideas. And like sharing those ideas to perhaps senior staff or 

management. But it's always, you know... I get rejected. For example, if it's too much 

work, or we can't do it, or you can't do it, or you're new, so slow down.  

Bob goes on to say, “I’ve had this said to me many times, you know. ‘You’re new. Stop.’” This draws 

attention to the ways Bob’s status – as someone new to the institution, an early-career academic, or 

both – impacts how he is perceived and treated by the seniors, which then has repercussions for his 

sense of belonging.  
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Noah also observes how fixed-term contract and early-career statuses intersect with and 

impact belonging, and not only for international faculty:  

I see myself as an early-career contracted international faculty member. But the early-

career and contract base can apply to a lot of Japanese friends I have. And I think a lot of 

this idea of not belonging to the institution, it’s shared for those people too. And that’s 

where [my artwork] kind of exaggerates a little bit, that Japanese versus international 

thing. But it’s not just, that’s not the only thing that’s going on.  

According to Noah, certain faculty or staff are not “viewed on the same level” by institutions, and 

these preconceptions undermine the mutual willingness needed to adapt and change necessary for 

belonging.  

 Overall, all participants perceived belonging as an ongoing and active negotiation between 

themselves and their given contexts. Some participants (Jasper and Anna) described how they felt 

able to co-construct their belonging by choosing how to adapt or react to their surroundings. This 

suggests that international faculty have agency in the negotiation process. By contrast, other 

participants (Bob and Noah) brought attention to how their agency can be limited or constrained by 

members of the institution or even by the institution itself, resulting in both loss of belonging and 

feelings of marginalisation. These constraints seemed to be shaped by their status as international, 

early career, or fixed-term contract faculty. The need for reciprocation and active participation from 

all parties in relation to belonging was consistent across all participant accounts.  

5.2 Belonging as a pursuit of meaning  

This theme explores participants’ desire for meaning within the ongoing process of 

negotiating belonging among international faculty, their colleagues, and institutions. According to 

the participants, it is not only important that both international faculty and their institutions share a 

willingness to change and adapt. Participants also emphasized the importance of working together 

with the institution and their colleagues towards meaningful shared aims. This is captured in Anna’s 

artwork (Figure 11, on p. 58) by the dancers positioned on the left side of the frame with their gazes 

fixed towards the right. “They're staring at the same side,” Anna explains, “because you have to have 

the same goal.”  

Noah elaborates on this idea in his artwork (Figure 10). The institution (called honkō in 

Japanese) is central to Noah’s understanding of belonging. The honkō is both literal and imagined, as 

Noah refers not only to the institution as a place but also to “the heart of the institution” and “the 

fundamental things that the university does” towards its overall mission and goals. According to 
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Noah, belonging for international faculty is improved when they are “welcomed in, encouraged to 

enter and become a part of the institution itself, the real institution.”   

Figure 10. Noah’s artwork (digital art using an electronic tablet and drawing application)  

 
 

Table 4. Explanation of Japanese characters and reproduction of text used in Noah's artwork 

NOT BELONGING (left) Meaning 
出⼝ (deguchi) Exit  
命令 (meirei) Order or command 
本校 (honkō) Institution or university  

Text box (left) “For me, belonging intersects with my status as international, as this 
seems to be the factor that defines my relationship to my institution.” 

Text box (right) “Not belonging can be felt from the start – the sense that the 
structures around you are designed to limit or prescribe your role, 
which will always be temporary, other, alternative, and perhaps 
unnecessary.” 

BELONGING (right)  
相談 (sōdan) Consultation or discussion 

Text box “Belonging is becoming part of the institution – more than 
welcomed, appreciated in your uniqueness and given the 
chance to make your mark.” 

 

This encouragement to enter can be seen in his artwork, as all lanes converge to one leading to the 

honkō. Noah explains further:    

It's not that every person who comes in has a massive impact, but the kind of like, 

aggregation of all of these people in there, and all of the aspirations and ideas and 

experiences that they bring to it means that over time the university as a whole, the 
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honkō, the real university becomes slightly different, and starts to reflect those 

experiences.  

This sentiment is echoed by Bob, who says that “being able to share, being able to feel like I'm 

actually adding value to the institution and being able to fully do my job” is important to his sense of 

belonging. “Whether I'm developing the curriculum, whether I'm, you know, collaborating with 

other members of staff,” he explains, “that is my role. I am supposed to be here.” Belonging may 

require adaptation and reciprocation from all parties, but for even deeper belonging it seems there 

must also be a goal of “working with others to create something new” (Anna) and “becoming this 

new whole together” (Noah).   

To feel like they had become a meaningful and integral part of the institution, participants 

expressed the need to form purposeful connections and prove their worthiness to belong. For 

example, Jasper described “feeling quite fortunate” because he was able to “get involved in quite big 

projects” when he was first hired at his university. “The more you do,” Jasper says, “then I think 

people start to rely on you more and more. And I think as soon as people start to rely on you, that's 

also part of a sense of belonging.” In the same vein, Noah is working to “build his reputation with 

students and faculty” by focusing on improving his teaching and by taking on more responsibilities 

and additional roles. Noah says this is his “attempt at showing my competence and hoping that will 

be rewarded by opportunities to belong, by being rewarded with recognition for what I can do.” The 

feeling of pressure to become someone “dependable,” “indispensable,” and “valued” for their 

contributions was shared by Noah, Jasper, and Bob in particular, all of whom have held or currently 

hold fixed-term contracts at their institutions. For Noah and Jasper, an additional motive for 

becoming indispensable is to earn job security and be promoted from fixed term to permanent 

contract status, which Jasper has already done. Noah suggests that such a promotion would allow 

him to “just focus on doing the best that you can and contributing in every way that you can to the 

institution, building something really special because it’s your institution” without feeling as if he is 

“there on borrowed time” with “one eye on the exit.” Ultimately though “it comes down to respect 

really,” Jasper says. “I think you can always feel like you’re just a cog in the machine kind of thing if 

you’re not careful.”   

Participants often attributed thwarted senses of belonging and mattering to a general lack of 

respect. “I think the longer you feel like, ‘I'm in this little house here,’” Noah explains, referencing his 

artwork (Figure 10, on p. 53), “and that there's a barrier stopping me from getting security, safety, 

and having my voice heard in a more meaningful way, I can imagine just stopping trying to make 

your voice heard.” This comment is aligned with Bob’s experience. In the previous theme, I 
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described his feelings of repeated rejection when he poses ideas, which are part of Bob’s attempts 

to meaningfully contribute to his institution. Bob elaborates on this, saying: 

 Maybe you might suggest an idea … but because of who you are within that institution, 

the ideas might be taken forward but you're not accredited with that idea. So, then I 

also lose a sense of belonging because it's like, because of who I am, I'm not able to add 

my name to this idea that is mine. And so going forward, it becomes someone else's idea. 

So, I'm not respected enough to put forward ideas or for me to be accredited, so I don't 

belong within that space.  

After having this experience of not being acknowledged for his contributions, Bob sensed his 

“willingness to take initiative” within his institution overall plummet:  

I realized that sometimes I just need to not care about the institution and just focus on 

the people that are around me, whether that's my peers and so on. And not care so 

much about making any big structural changes or introducing any big structural or 

organizational ideas, and just focus on what effect can I do ... to have an impact within 

my classroom, or what can I do to have an impact amongst my peers.  

As Noah observes, “It's a matter of like, again, feeling like your voice is heard. ... I don't feel like you 

can belong somewhere where you're invisible.” That said, these feelings of disrespect and invisibility 

did not extend to the classroom. Rather, all participants seemed to experience a sense of purpose or 

meaning while in their classrooms and while working with students. The belonging that participants 

felt while working with students seemed strongly tied to how they identify as educators and to the 

sense of purpose they derive from that role:   

What's the reason that you're even in this job? And I think ultimately, it's to help 

students. And I guess if you feel like you are, then that also connects to your sense of 

belonging, I think. If you feel like you're doing a terrible job of teaching ... then I think 

that weakens your sense of belonging in a way. (Jasper)  

Bob says definitively that “within the classroom setting, it's just like, you know, I'm 100%. I feel like I 

belong in that particular role.” Unlike his feelings towards his institution, Bob attributes his sense of 

belonging in the classroom to “the relationship that I have with my students, and the level of respect 

that we have for each other.” Moreover, Bob stated that no matter how his belonging might 

deteriorate elsewhere in the institution: “It will never affect my teaching, because that is who I am. 

That is what I want to do.” Noah, too, was struck that his strongest feelings of belonging come from 

interacting with his students:  
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More than any interaction I've had with colleagues outside of my immediate team, the 

interactions that I have with students are really, give you that sense of being respected 

and valued. And I think that's really quite powerful for me.  

As a transnational scholar, Anna says that she tries “to break this idea of sense of belonging, 

like, as strong” because she thinks that “for someone who is teaching, the way we look at the world, 

having too strong attachment, sometimes it doesn't really help to teach.” In addition, managing the 

diverse students in Anna’s international relations classes can be “very chaotic” and “challenging” at 

times. This led Anna to self-evaluate her teaching style and pedagogy by listening to and engaging 

students more deeply; this became “an important element if I want to continue teaching or have a 

meaning of what I do,” linking back to how the pursuit of meaning and purpose plays out in 

experiences of belonging.  

To summarize, this theme unpacks the link between belonging and the desire for purpose 

and meaning participants experienced. Some participants (Noah, Anna, and Bob) want to feel as 

though they are working together towards a common goal, such as the mission set forth by their 

institutions. They also want to feel that their contributions change and improve upon their 

institutions in turn. Some participants (Jasper, Noah, and Bob) responded to this desire for purpose 

and meaning by trying to become more deeply involved in university activities to demonstrate their 

value to their institution. These efforts, however, were sometimes thwarted when participants felt 

disregarded or disrespected by their institutions. This was demotivating for some participants and 

forced them to scale back the scope of their realm of influence. This meant focusing on finding 

meaning in their roles, and especially in their roles with students. This theme, therefore, suggests 

that the pursuit of belonging for international faculty is not only about social or cultural factors but 

importantly involves a pursuit of shared and personal goals that create meaning and purpose.  

5.3 Risky and emotional belonging 

Participants emphasized belonging (and, conversely, not belonging) as deeply felt. Having 

belonging inspired powerful positive emotions from participants. For example, Anna shared that 

feeling successful in opening up and interacting with colleagues and students strengthened her 

belonging, made her happier, and even had a positive impact on her approach to teaching. Noah 

sees belonging as a familial feeling of “you're where you should be, and the people around you are 

happy you're there.” He goes on to say:   




