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INTRODUCTION TO WALKING METHODS
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	Introduction



Over many decades, walking has been an important, but often incidental, feature of research.  Ethnographic researchers, for example, often need to walk around the community to observe the behaviours of people or the features of surroundings. However, in recent times, methods and methodologies around walking have evolved considerably.  For example

· researchers sometimes walk with participants while conducting interviews
· a researcher may invite participants to walk along a specific route and record their insights along the route while they are monitored with GPS

These methods, and many other walking methods, have been applied to explore a range of research questions in several fields.  To illustrate, these methods have been applied to explore the behaviours and perspectives of social activists (Anderson, 2004), the resources that are available to support public health (Carpiano, 2009), and the outreach problems that are available to support adolescents (Hall, 2009).  These walking methods are embedded in broader trends in research such as
 
· mobile methodologies in which researchers shift across locations, often to examine how behaviours or patterns change across space (e.g., Ricketts Hein, Evans, & Jones, 2008; Sheller & Urry, 2006)

In these examples, walking does not only refer to shifting across locations on foot but also standing, casual interactions, observation (Pierce & Lawhon, 2015), and transport on wheel chairs (Murray & Järviluoma, 2020).






	Varieties of walking methods



Researchers have delineated a range of methods that entail walking.  The following table outlines these methods.

	Method
	Examples or details

	Observational walking: The researchers observe their surroundings as they walk around the community
	· Often entails careful reflection on the association between the physical features of some environment and the social behaviour of people in this environment (Pierce & Lawhon, 2015)

	Walking interviews: The researcher and participants walk together during an interview.
	· The researcher might interview one participant (Jones et al. 2008) or several participants, such as a tour group (Inwood & Martin, 2008)
· Often, the aim of walking is to help understand the experiences of participants in these settings
· The setting might also elicit memories and thoughts about relevant objects

	Go-along interviews. Combines walking interviews and observation of participants (Kusenbach,  2003)
	· The researchers strive to understand how participants respond to their environment


	Bimble methods.  The researcher and participants walk relatively aimlessly (Anderson, 2004)
	· The walking is designed to establish rapport and to enable the parties to immerse themselves in an environment.  
· The specific location is not as relevant

	Participatory methods: The participants walk and record data themselves
	· The participants might be instructed to walk around a location, such as a shopping centre, and record thoughts and insights as they proceed
· GPS might be utilised to record their location





	Aims, benefits, and drawbacks of walking methods



	The precise reason that researchers apply walking methods varies across research questions, research methods, and disciplines.  Nevertheless, most of these methods generate the benefits that appear in the following table.  

	Benefit
	Examples or details

	Enables researchers to appreciate the context of participants
	· The researcher develops an embodied or internalised understanding of some location (Pierce & Lawhon, 2015); they appreciate how this location changes over time, for example
· Consequently, they can appreciate the comments of participants during interviews and focus groups more effectively
· For example, if participants indicate that some service is “too far to access”, the researchers can ascertain whether this phrase is merely an excuse or an accurate depiction (e.g., Anderson, 2004) 
· Researchers can indeed garner rich, multisensory data (Murray & Järviluoma, 2020)

	Elicits richer memories and thoughts in participants
	· When immersed in a setting, participants can retrieve more comprehensive and accurate memories or perspectives (Anderson, 2004)
· The setting, in essence, obviates the need to arrange photos or other objects to prompt the participants
· For instance, when participants visit a setting in which they reached an important decision, they become more likely to remember all the reasons they chose this option
· Indeed, Trell and Van Hoven (2010) showed that interviews while walking uncovered richer information than interviews inside

	Helps researchers understand the interaction between physical features and behaviour

	· Walking methods enables researchers to explore questions that other methods cannot address as readily—such as how do features of the physical environment affect the behaviours and thoughts of individuals

	Equalises the power between researchers and participants
	· Often, participants need to visit the researchers—often in surroundings, such as offices, in which the researcher is more familiar
· Consequently, the researcher will experience more comfort, and thus power, than will the participants (Jones et al., 2008)
· Walking in a territory that is more familiar to participants can nullify this disparity in power

	Fosters rapport between researchers and participants
	· Researchers and participants can more readily develop a sense of rapport and trust (Carpiano, 2009)
· The answers of participants are thus more likely to be candid






	Although beneficial, walking methods, including go-along interviews, can generate some complications.  For example

· researchers have not developed standard protocols on how to conduct and report these methods; consequently, reviewers cannot readily evaluate the rigor of these studies or conclusions (Pierce & Lawhon, 2015)
· if researchers conduct observational walking, their conclusions might be largely biased by their own preconceptions, sometimes disregarding the perspectives of participants.  Because academics tend to occupy positions of privilege, the conclusions they reach might only reinforce the status quo rather than facilitate social justice (see Pierce & Lawhon, 2015)     
· the logistics of walking methods can be cumbersome; researchers often need to observe their surroundings, speak to participants, and record their location or observations concurrently (Pierce & Lawhon, 2015)
· researchers who follow participants might expose themselves to dangerous locations, such as secluded alleyways


	How to conduct walking methods



	Researchers have yet to develop a set of standards that proponents of walking methods should follow.   Yet, across the years, these researchers have gradually accrued specific practices that tend to improve this research (e.g., Kusenbach,  2003).  The following table outlines these practices.  

	Recommended practices
	Examples or details

	Before the collection of data
	

	Decide on the route or permit the participants to choose the route
	· You might permit the participants to choose the route—especially if you want to observe and characterise their everyday behaviours in this space (Kusenbach,  2003)
· Or, you might plan the route in advance—especially if you want to explore how participants respond to specific features (Jones et al., 2008), such as a cemetery. 
· Sometimes, you can change the route depending on the answers of participants (Garcia et al., 2012). For example, if participants indicate they seek solace at a specific location, you might visit this location

	To prepare before initiating a walking video, check the equipment
	· Ensure batteries are fully charged
· Check the devices are working

	Immediately before a walking interview, prepare the equipment
	· You might attach a lapel microphone to the participant and check the devices are working 
· During the interview, every 15 minutes or so, confirm the devices are working

	During the collection of data
	· 

	Typically, especially when conducting observational walking alone, researchers should start with a familiar location (Pierce & Lawhon, 2015).
	· This familiarity not only promotes confidence but also enables researchers to develop a foundation or frame of reference they can use to compare this location with other locations

	Researchers should attempt to connect their data—such as observations or responses during interviews—to particular locations.
	· Researchers might use GPS or specify the street name  while recording the audio (Carpiano, 2009). GPS is effective but can disempower participants
· Researchers might also combine the interviews and observations with video recordings of the area (Ping, 2007)—an activity that is helpful but sometimes unfeasible

	When conducting walking interviews, especially with groups, individuals might begin with simple questions, such as “Where are cafes on this campus” (Garcia et al., 2012)
	· These questions inspire participants to contribute to conversations and interviews

	After the collection of data
	

	Immediately after completing walking interviews, document the conditions
	· You might record the weather, noise, or other features of the environment that may have affected the data


	As soon as possible, check the audio or visual recordings (Garcia et al., 2012)
	· If dialogue was not recorded, transcribe all the comments you remembered
· Document other difficulties you experienced with the equipment

	Subject the data to standard qualitative techniques
	· You might, for example, subject the data to thematic analysis
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