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TENSIONS IN ABORTION RESEARCH 

 There is an inherent tension in conducting 
abortion research:  
 

i. navigating secrecy to recruit 
participants who have terminated a 
pregnancy,  

ii. maintaining and securing that secrecy, 
whilst 

iii. avoiding inadvertently stigmatising 
abortion further by privileging secrecy.   
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”Medical Officer of Health”, in a 

primary health centre, India 



POWER & ABORTION RESEARCH 

 Other qualitative health 
research- e.g. HIV, has also 
managed secrecy, stigma, and 
power 
 

 Abortion research contends with 
the gendered, episodic, hidden  
nature of abortion, and the 
particularity of abortion stigma  
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Door with anti-sex selective abortion 

posters, at a primary health centre 



LINKING ABORTION STIGMA & SECRECY 
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Abortion 
stigma 

Shame & 
Guilt 

Secrecy 

Abortion stigma: a negative attribute 

ascribed to women seeking abortion, 

marks them (internally or externally) as 

inferior to ideals of womanhood 

Secrecy: fundamentally social 

phenomenon, attribute of relationships 

constructed, negotiated, and maintained 

by intentional social actors 



WHAT’S TRUST GOT TO DO WITH IT? 
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 Researcher roles- affective (sympathetic vs 
unsympathetic) and cognitive (naïve vs informed) 
  

 Trust-building: implies understanding of 
context and of common notions governing 
relationships.  
 

 So, how do you build trust?  
 

 

 
A dilapidated roof in a primary health 

centre. 



IN PRACTICE… 
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 Silence & secrecy in recruitment  

 Timing 

 

 The spaces to speak  

 Sites 

 Centring agency 

 

Safeguarding secrecy… 

 In recruitment 

 Data management  

 

Beds in a primary health centre 



IN PRACTICE… 
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 Listening as a methodological tool?  
(ref: Dr Mirna Guha) 
   

 Reflexivity  

 insider/outsider 

 the different selves 

 

 

 
Waiting room scenes, in a primary 

health centre 



SPEAKING SECRETS 

 Feminist imperative to ‘voice’  

 Speaking as relief 
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(Hindi) It was a pleasure to speak with you.  
© Rishita Nandagiri 

My heart feels lighter after 

talking to you- I didn’t speak 

about it [after the procedure] 

until you came.  



CONCLUSION 

 The impact of stigma and secrecy must be explicitly 
accounted for in abortion research design 
 

 Trust-building in abortion research requires a 
careful understanding of power & position 
 

 Towards a feminist ethics of research design  

 A reflexivity of discomfort  

 Understanding and accounting for the emotional  
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QUESTIONS/COMMENTS? 
THANK YOU.  
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I heard 

abortion and 

reproductive 

justice is a 

baa-sic right! 

R.NANDAGIRI@LSE.AC.UK  
 
@RISHIE_ 



MAIN REFERENCES  
Coast, E., Norris, A. H., Moore, A. M., & Freeman, E. (2018). Trajectories of women’s abortion-related care: A conceptual 
framework. Social Science & Medicine, 200, 199–210. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.socscimed.2018.01.035  

Kumar, A., Hessini, L., & Mitchell, E. M. H. (2009). Conceptualising abortion stigma. Culture, Health & Sexuality, 11(6), 
625–639. https://doi.org/10.1080/13691050902842741 

Mitchell, R. (1993). Secrecy and Fieldwork. 2455 Teller Road, Thousand Oaks California 91320 United States of America: 
SAGE Publications, Inc. https://doi.org/10.4135/9781412985819  

Lewis, J. D., & Weigert, A. J. (2012). The Social Dynamics of Trust: Theoretical and Empirical Research, 1985-2012. Social 
Forces, 91(1), 25–31. https://doi.org/10.1093/sf/sos116  

Cook, C. (1997). The transformation of trust?: exploring the utility of “trust” as a social scientific concept. Annual Review of 
Health Social Science, 7(1), 1–10. https://doi.org/10.5172/hesr.1997.7.1.1 

Gair, S. (2012). Feeling Their Stories. Qualitative Health Research, 22(1), 134–143. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/1049732311420580  

Ryan-Flood, R., & Gill, Rosalind. (2010). Secrecy and silence in the research process : Feminist reflections (Transformations). 
Abingdon, Oxon ; New York, NY: Routledge. 

Back, L. (2007). The art of listening. Oxford: Berg. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

RISHITA NANDAGIRI | JULY 2018 11 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.socscimed.2018.01.035
https://doi.org/10.1080/13691050902842741
https://doi.org/10.4135/9781412985819
https://doi.org/10.1093/sf/sos116
https://doi.org/10.5172/hesr.1997.7.1.1
https://doi.org/10.1177/1049732311420580

