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In the first few weeks of graduate studies, we were inundated with how to write academi-
cally. The instructor emphasized how academic writing differs from other forms of writ-
ing. Then, the class was given a written assignment, with the comments suggesting that 
we were not there yet. So, the next couple of months were spent mastering this style of 
writing. Yet, the process of learning never ended! Time and again, manuscripts are 
returned with revision or rejection comments that take issues with the proper academic 
writing style. This is such a universal experience that at a workshop on reflexivity in 
social policy, a colleague openly expressed their frustration and fear that their manuscript 
may not be accepted because of the way it has been written or framed.

Constructivist or interpretivist research perspectives view reality as experienced dif-
ferently and thus, socially constructed both by the participants and researchers (Creswell, 
2013; Mertens, 2015). In acknowledgement of the role and influence of the scientists’ 
lived experiences on their research and its interpretation, self-reflection is encouraged in 
the process of research. Similarly, scholarly work could be validated through a process 
of self-reflection (Dennis, 2018). By extension then, this process of intra-activity can 
impact the way a study is communicated either through writing or presentation. While 
communicating social policy by following all the requirements of academic practice is 
important, communicating it in a way that feels authentic to the scholar is important, too. 
However, the demand of academic writing means that, in scholarly works especially, 
qualitative studies must align with what Dennis (2018: 110) describes as the

truth correspondence logics and empiricist forms of realism [which] set anchor into [our] 
methodological conversations about validity in such a way as to make it quite difficult to free 
ourselves from related assumptions when we enact validity practices in our research. (Dennis. 
2018: 110)

The positionality of a researcher in academic practice is intimately linked to the inter-
pretations that are made of data. Consequently, writing and presenting social policy 
research – especially as it relates to different contexts – could involve adopting a 
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‘subjective way of writing’ to bring to bear all the intricacies and all that matters to the 
phenomena being described. Framing of research work, and ‘frames’ in general, then 
becomes central to the writing process – making it political. According to Campbell 
(2002: 26), frames, which refer to ‘normative and sometimes cognitive ideas that are 
located in the foreground of policy debates’, are a component of ideas besides world 
views, principled beliefs, conceptual models and theories. Framing, then, is a way of 
making one’s work or writing acceptable. It is viewed as an active process of construct-
ing meaning which ‘implies agency and contention’ (Benford and Snow, 2000: 614). 
Although the role of the researcher (agent) is pivotal in framing, it is also contentious 
because how social policy is framed in one’s writing may differ from existing frame-
works or laid down canonical ways of presenting academic writing, and this could 
become problematic for researchers who would like to frame their research output in 
specific ways.

From the perspective of frames and framing then, writing is contentious, generally. 
This is because what one communicates and how one communicates may divert from 
normative and cognitive ideas prevalent in a society or in an academic field. Does it mat-
ter if academics fail to conform to laid down structures or ways of writing? Framing a 
research output to conform to existing frameworks may be helpful in that it promotes 
uniformity, replicability (from the positivist standpoint) and probably predictability – but 
as Kahneman and Tversky (1979, 1984) demonstrated in their research work, how a 
scenario is framed elucidates varied meanings and responses. Thus, if research output is 
aimed, for instance, at instigating policy reforms, the framing of such a work is critical 
to the response that would be generated. Besides, since the practice of social policy var-
ies by context, communicating social policy then should pay attention to contextual vari-
ations not to conflate the meanings so generated in the process of academic study. For 
instance, while most African countries may not fit neatly within the framework of 
Esping-Andersen’s (1990) welfare state typology, it does not suggest the absence of a 
welfare state. In most cases, traditional systems of social provisioning co-exist with new 
forms introduced through colonialism, and the governmental and society-wide changes 
that it generated. Accordingly, ‘if we are making interpretive claims about the lives, sto-
ries, and experiences of Others, we have to render an understanding of how those inter-
pretations were located within the context they were offered up’ (Dennis, 2018: 117).

As a bonafide part of the research process then, the researcher is responsible for com-
municating their output in ways that pay attention to their context and the context of 
research participants involved in the process to generate the meaning and responses 
desired. In performing such a task, the researcher may present their output in ways that 
may not conform to academic writing standards. But these different ways of writing can 
be validated on the basis of the position of the researcher in the research process, and 
their desire to communicate appropriately what they observed in the process.
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