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5.1 Introduction

This chapter describes the research design that guides the execution and 
interpretation of the study. The overarching goal is to provide transparency 
and clarity regarding the research approach and operationalisation, while 
also addressing the ethical, practical, and theoretical challenges encountered 
during the research process.

This chapter is structured as follows: Section 5.2 discusses the ontological 
and epistemological premises guiding the study, followed by Section 5.3 on 
the research design and Section 5.4 on the literature review methodology. 
Section 5.5 presents the logic of triangulation, while Section 5.6 explains 
the use of ethnographic and grounded theory methods. Section 5.7 
situates the research within its geographical and administrative context, 
and Sections 5.8–5.10 describe the unit of analysis, sampling strategy, data 
collection methods, and ethnographic data analysis. Section 5.11 addresses 
ethical considerations, and Section 5.12 concludes by reflecting on how the 
methodological approach enables a robust and context-sensitive inquiry.

5.2 Ontological and epistemological premises

To guide this inquiry, I adopt a social constructivist ontology, which posits 
that reality is not fixed or objective but rather constructed and negotiated 
through human interactions and interpretations (Bryman, 2008). I recognise 
that individuals within the same context may perceive social reality 
differently due to various social, cultural, historical, and political factors. 
Epistemologically, I align with interpretivism, seeking to understand the 
meanings and interpretations that individuals attach to their actions and 
experiences (Bryman, 2008). I view knowledge as co-constructed between 
the researcher and the researched, emphasising its context-dependent and 
value-laden nature (Yanow, 2014). Rather than aiming to discover universal 
truths or generalisations, my goal is to explore the diversity and complexity 
of human experiences and meanings (Ritchie et al., 2013). Maintaining a 
non-judgmental stance and empathic neutrality, I use personal insights to 
enrich my understanding (ibid.).
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Research paradigm
My research is grounded in an intersectional feminist perspective, which 
recognises the complexity and multiplicity of social identities and power 
relations (see Section 3.2). This perspective captures diverse perspectives, 
subjective experiences, and meanings of masculinity while examining the 
relationship between the construction of masculinity and early marriage 
practices. Thereby, I seek to deepen the understanding of early marriage as 
a multifaceted phenomenon and challenge dominant single-axis frameworks 
that often marginalise or overlook the diverse experiences and knowledge of 
historically excluded groups, ensuring their voices are central to the analysis.

5.3 Research Design 

5.3.1 Methodological Pluralism and Triangulation
I adopt a methodologically pluralist approach, integrating multiple qualitative 
methods to triangulate findings across theoretical, policy, and field-based 
domains. Methodological pluralism was essential to capturing the complexity 
of masculinities and early marriage across structural, symbolic, emotional, 
and policy dimensions.

5.3.2 Multimethod Qualitative Research Design
The research design integrates desk-based and empirical methods to provide 
a layered and comprehensive analysis. Four core methodological phases 
inform the study:

5.4 Scoping Literature Review (Guided by 
DPSIR)

The study began with a scoping review following Arksey & O’Malley, (2005); 
Peters et al., (2021); Pham et al., (2014); Siddiqi & Greene, (2022) frameworks 
and was guided analytically by the DPSIR model. This phase mapped 
the conceptual and empirical terrain of early marriage and masculinity in 
both academic and grey literature. It identified key gaps and informed the 
construction of the theoretical and conceptual framework used in subsequent 
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empirical analysis. I first defined the sub-research question to focus the 
review. I then identified keywords based on the research questions, searching 
electronic databases using a combination of keywords and Boolean operators, 
employing a snowballing approach by checking reference lists of identified 
articles, and hand-searching websites of key organisations and networks. 
Keywords such as “early marriage,” “child marriage,” “forced marriage,” 
“masculinity,” “gender identity,” “gender norms,” and “gender relations” were 
used to refine the search results.

Various databases were searched, including Scopus, The Lancet, Academic 
Search Premier, Google Scholar, ProQuest, Web of Science, eBook Collection 
(EBSCOhost), JSTOR, and PubMed, available through the University of 
Amsterdam’s database. Additionally, hand-searching of websites of relevant 
organisations and networks, such as UNICEF, UNFPA, Plan International, Girls 
Not Brides, Care, and World Vision, was conducted to include grey literature. 
I first screened titles and abstracts, followed by downloading the full articles 
for a comprehensive review. 

I included rigorous inclusion and exclusion criteria. Articles in English or 
Nepali published between 1970 and 2023 for global literature on early 
marriage, and between 1948 and 2015 for literature concerning the UN Human 
Rights Frameworks (UNHRFs), were selected. This timeframe encompassed 
the period during which attention to early marriage gained momentum in 
scholarship and policy. Studies focusing on early marriage and/or masculinity 
in Nepal or similar contexts employing empirical or theoretical methods were 
chosen for relevance and methodological rigour. I then charted and extracted 
using Mendeley, with its word-based tool facilitating citation of stored 
literature. Numerical charting was employed to systematically document the 
characteristics of each paper, including title, authors, journal, year, country, 
key findings, and conclusions. 

Subsequently, data extraction and analysis were conducted using a thematic 
approach. The main themes and sub-themes identified in the literature were 
extracted and organised into a coherent narrative synthesis. I conducted 
a thematic analysis of open-text data, systematically identifying recurring 
themes and patterns within qualitative data. This involved coding and 
categorising the data based on common themes related to the drivers, 
pressures, state, and impact of early marriage concerning masculinities, as 
well as the responses aimed at addressing early marriage.
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5.4.1 Development of an Integrated Analytical Framework 
(Theory-Informed)
Building on the literature review, the study developed a conceptual framework 
that theorises masculinity as a relational, structural, and intersectional 
construct. Drawing from intersectional feminist theory, Connell’s gender-
relational theory, and the DPSIR model, this framework guided both the policy 
and fieldwork components of the research, ensuring theoretical coherence 
throughout (see  ).

5.4.2 Policy Analysis Phase (Critical Frame Analysis and 
Timeline Analysis)
This phase involved examining how early marriage and masculinity are 
framed within international and national policy frameworks. To examine the 
discursive construction of gender, early marriage, and masculinities, the study 
applied CFA, as developed by Verloo and Lombardo (2007). Using CFA, I 
analysed international policy frameworks and instruments such as the UDHR, 
CEDAW, BDPfA, SDGs, and Nepal’s national legal and policy frameworks. The 
CFA method involves analysing policy documents and discourses to examine 
how different actors frame and communicate meanings and values related 
to masculinities and early marriage practices. CFA methodology involves 
two analytical steps: (i) identifying frame construction and (ii) examining its 
implications (Björnehed & Erikson, 2018). As varied framings of problems lead 
to diverse policy solutions, the CFA method allows comparisons between the 
problem framing and the solutions proposed to better understand policies 
and suggest alternatives (Verloo & Lombardo, 2007).

To conduct CFA, the study used sensitising questions aligned with three 
core dimensions of frame analysis: Diagnostic framing: How is the problem 
defined? Prognostic framing: What solutions or interventions are proposed? 
Motivational framing: What justifications or calls to action are mobilised, and 
for whom? This approach helped uncover normative assumptions, exclusions, 
discursive constructions embedded in policy texts and absences or silences 
concerning masculinities.

CFA is typically complemented by timeline analysis, which provides a 
temporal lens to track evolving problem definitions, shifting responsibilities, 
and changes in normative framings over time. Timeline analysis enhances 
the policy analysis by revealing how attention to masculinities and 
intersectionality has emerged, or been neglected, across successive global 
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and national frameworks, thus strengthening the empirical and historical 
relevance of the study.

Table 17: Analytical stages for CFA

Stage Title Description
Stage 1 Defining the 

Research 
Question

Formulates Sub-Questions 4 and 5, focusing on the 
conceptualisation of early marriage and masculinity in global 
and national policy frameworks. Establishes the scope and 
objectives of the analysis.

Stage 2 Identifying 
Relevant 
Documents

Involves sourcing international and national-level 
documents, including treaties, conventions, constitutions, 
and strategic plans related to gender equality and early 
marriage.

Stage 3 Selection 
Criteria for 
Inclusion

Sets clear inclusion criteria: 
• Global: Documents from multilateral/state bodies focused 
on gender equality and early marriage. 
• National: Nepalese legal and policy instruments addressing 
masculinity or early marriage.

Stage 4 Developing 
Sensitising 
Questions

Constructs heuristic questions for CFA to explore problem 
representations, causal attributions, responsibility, proposed 
solutions, target groups, and underlying gender norms.

Source: Created by the author
Note. The above table outlines the methodological process used to answer SQ4 and SQ5, 
integrating document selection and frame analysis within a structured analytical sequence.

The following sensitising questions were used to guide the frame analysis 
across documents, categorised under diagnostic, prognostic, and motivational 
frames (see Table 17). 

Table 18: Sensitising Questions for CFA

Framing Category Sensitising Questions

Framing and 
Contextual Analysis

- What is the policy level? (Global, regional, or national?) 
- Is the policy legislative, administrative, regulatory, or other? 
- What are the objectives of the policy? 
- Where did the policy originate, and who were the actors involved in 
setting the agenda? 
- What are the expected short-, intermediate-, and long-term 
outcomes? 
- What is the historical and socio-political context of the policy? 
- When and how have masculinities and early marriage appeared in 
global and national frameworks?
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Diagnostic 
Frame (Problem 
Representation & 
Causal Attribution)

- How is early marriage framed (as a legal, cultural, economic, or 
gender issue)? 
- How are masculinities represented (explicitly, implicitly, or not at all)? 
- How is early marriage conceptualised as a social problem? 
- Who is believed to be most affected by the issue? 
- How is masculinity implicated in the problematisation of early 
marriage? 
- What are identified as the root causes of early marriage? 
- Are poverty, gender relations, caste systems, or masculinity-related 
norms acknowledged? 
- What societal or structural factors are blamed or highlighted?

Prognostic Frame 
(Responsibility and 
Solution Framing)

- Who is seen as responsible for causing or perpetuating early 
marriage (e.g., state, family, men, communities)? 
- Who is responsible for solving the problem? 
- Who has a voice in defining problems and proposing solutions? 
- Which perspectives or actors are systematically included or 
excluded? 
- How are men and BYM positioned as agents, victims, or passive 
bystanders? 
- How is masculinity framed in the calls for action? 
- What kinds of interventions are proposed: legal, economic, 
behavioural, or educational? 
- Are gender-transformative approaches or engagement with men 
and BYM included? 
- How are masculinities considered in solution-building efforts?

Motivational Frame 
(Normative and 
Outcome Framing)

- What gender norms or stereotypes are reinforced or challenged? 
- Is hegemonic masculinity upheld, redefined, or resisted? 
- Are alternative masculinities acknowledged or made invisible? 
- What patterns of similarity or difference exist in the way men 
and masculinities are conceptualised across global and national 
frameworks? 
- What are the implications of global policies on national strategies 
(e.g., Nepal)? 
- Are there shifts in framing over time or between documents? 
- How are men and BYM engaged or excluded in outcome 
evaluations?

Source: Created by the author

5.5 Logic of Triangulation

This methodological configuration allows for data triangulation across:
-	 Sources (policy documents, academic/grey literature, lived narratives),
-	 Levels (international, national, local),
-	 Methods (CFA and ethnography), and
-	 Theoretical lenses (intersectionality, gender-relational theory, 

masculinities, DPSIR).
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By integrating these distinct but complementary approaches, the research 
develops a multi-scalar and multi-vocal understanding of masculinity and early 
marriage, linking policy frameworks with local experiences and structural 
conditions with emotional and symbolic dimensions.

5.6 Ethnographic and Grounded Theory 
Methods (Chapters 8 and 9)

The empirical component involved ethnographic fieldwork in the Terai. Data 
were generated through participant observation, in-depth interviews (IDIs), 
focus group discussions (FGDs), and body mapping exercises. Guided by 
grounded theory principles (Charmaz, 2006), these methods allowed for 
the inductive development of themes and categories rooted in participants’ 
lived experiences. A thematic analysis approach (Braun & Clarke, 2006) was 
used to analyse qualitative data through iterative coding, comparison, and 
categorisation across multiple data sets.

A grounded theory approach drawing inspiration from Charmaz (2004; 
2006, 2014, 2015) enables the generation of inductive research relevant to 
masculinity and early marriage, a field in which research in Nepal is limited 
(Glaser & Strauss, 1967). It supports systematic analysis and interpretation 
of data (Charmaz, 2006), while connecting researchers to formal theories 
and disciplines such as social constructionism. This approach aims to obtain 
an in-depth emic understanding of subjective experiences regarding the 
relationship between masculinities and the practice of early marriage. The 
diverse composition of the research population, spanning caste, gender, age, 
economic and marital status, necessitated a multi-pronged methodological 
approach that combines exploratory, descriptive, and interpretive elements. 
This integrated strategy aligns with the study’s theoretical foundations 
in Connell’s gender relational theory, intersectional feminism, and the 
DPSIR framework, enabling both depth and breadth in understanding how 
masculinities and early marriage are co-constructed within structurally 
marginalised communities.

This research focuses on men and masculinity to contribute to improving the 
lives of (married) GYW and BYM in a subaltern context. To avoid objectifying 
participants,  in-depth interview methods are employed, aligning with 
intersectional feminist beliefs in achieving an equal relationship between 
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interviewer and interviewee (Richardson, 2015). Feminist research methods 
fundamentally challenge unseen androcentric and masculine biases, making 
the research a distinctive contribution to feminist studies (Tickner, 2005). 

5.6.1 Overview and Rationale for Site Selection
The field site is a village in Terai/Madhesh which lies on the periphery of 
the municipality, adjacent to riverbanks, and is predominantly settled on 
unregistered land, where legal ownership of houses and plots is largely 
absent. This site was selected due to its high prevalence of early marriage, 
deeply entrenched caste hierarchies, and widespread socio-economic 
marginalisation. It is largely inhabited by the Mushar (Dalit) communities and 
other Dalits, Adivasi/Janajati (indigenous groups), Madheshis, Brahmins/
Chhetris, and hill migrants. Community members face landlessness, poverty, 
and gender-based vulnerabilities. Higher caste populations, including 
migrants from the hill regions, reside near the village entrance or in scattered 
households, including some among the Mushar cluster. While Mushars 
constitute the demographic majority in the village core, daily interaction 
among multiple caste groups occurs due to the spatial intermixing of 
settlement clusters. Individuals from higher caste groups -- many of whom 
reside outside the village -- own significant tracts of agricultural land within 
it. Dalit and Indigenous caste groups, particularly the Mushar communities, 
work as labourers on farms, especially during rice planting and harvesting 
seasons. Landowners typically visit the village during harvest periods to 
supervise labour and collect the produce. Mushars do not own land and often 
work as drivers or helpers in vehicles that transport construction materials 
such as sand and mud or as wage labourers in various settings, including 
local factories.

Most households are built with temporary materials, making them particularly 
vulnerable to monsoon damage. The area also lacks basic infrastructure, 
including access to running water, electricity, and sanitation. This absence 
is largely attributed to residents’ precarious tenure status -- many live on 
unregistered land, which disqualifies them from receiving government-
provided services. In addition, limited material resources and time constraints, 
exacerbated by their engagement in precarious, labour-intensive work in the 
informal sector, further hinder their ability to improve their living conditions.

This research site was also selected based on the researcher’s prior 
engagement with the Her Choice Project. Preliminary observations during this 
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engagement underscored the prevalence of both arranged and self-initiated 
early marriages among marginalised communities, particularly within the Mushar 
and Indigenous populations of the Terai. These early insights emphasised the 
necessity of undertaking intersectional analysis (Pokhrel, 2020).

5.7 Geographical and Administrative Context

5.7.1 Koshi Province
Koshi Province, also known as Province No. 1, covers 25,905 km (17.5% of 
Nepal’s total land) and is in southeastern Nepal and has rich cultural diversity 
and economic activities. It shares borders with Tibet to the north, the Indian 
states of Sikkim and West Bengal to the east, Bihar to the south, and the 
Bagmati and Madhesh Provinces to the west. The geographically diverse 
province encompasses the Himalayan Mountains, hills, and Terai plains 
and has 4.96 million people, with a population density of 192 people per 
square kilometre (CBS, 2021). The province is home to various ethnic groups, 
including Chhetri, Bahun, Rai, Limbu, Tamang, Tharu, and others. The primary 
languages spoken in the province include Nepali, Limbu, and Maithili.

Koshi 
Province 
where 
research 
took place

Figure 2: Map of Nepal showing the province where the research took place
Source: Adapted from Kinsu08 (2024), Provinces of Nepal, Wikimedia Commons (https://
commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Provinces_of_Nepal.png), licensed under CC BY-SA 4.0.
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5.7.2 Morang District
Morang District, a district in Koshi Province, has urban and rural areas and is 
an agricultural and industrial hub. Located in the outer Terai region, it covers 
1,855 km2, with elevations ranging from 60-2,410 meters above sea level. 
The district shares borders with Jhapa to the east, Dhankuta and Panchthar 
to the north, Sunsari to the west, and the Indian state of Bihar to the south. 
Biratnagar, the capital, is the largest city and industrial hub. Morang District 
has 1.1 million people, making it the most populous district in Koshi Province. 
The district is ethnically diverse, with substantial populations of higher-caste, 
indigenous, and lower-caste groups (CBS, 2021). The city hosts jute mills, 
textile factories, paper mills, and steel production units and is well-connected 
by the Koshi National Highway, which links it to the east-west Mahendra 
National Highway at Itahari.

Figure 3: Map of Morang District
Source: Department of Survey, Nepal, 2017. Available at: https://nepalindata.com/media/
resources/items/21/bMorang_District.pdf
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5.7.3 Buddhiganga Gaunpalika (Buddhiganga Rural Municipality) 

Buddhiganga Gaunpalika is an administrative division within the Morang District. Established 

in 2017 following Nepal’s transition to a federal democratic system, the rural municipality 

replaced the Village Development Committee (VDC) system and was formed by merging the 

former VDCs of Budhhashanti, Dangihat, Jante, and Letang. The rural municipality is bordered 

by the Budhi River, from which it derives its name, covers 56.41 km2 and houses 51,497 

people. Buddhiganga Gaunpalika includes populations encompassing a diverse demographic 

composition of Mushars, indigenous caste groups from the Terai, higher-caste 

Brahmins/Chhetris, Madheshis, and migrants from the hill regions. 

 

Figure 3: Map of Morang District 
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5.7.3 Buddhiganga Gaunpalika (Buddhiganga Rural 
Municipality)
Buddhiganga Gaunpalika is an administrative division within the Morang 
District. Established in 2017 following Nepal’s transition to a federal democratic 
system, the rural municipality replaced the Village Development Committee 
(VDC) system and was formed by merging the former VDCs of Budhhashanti, 
Dangihat, Jante, and Letang. The rural municipality is bordered by the Budhi 
River, from which it derives its name, covers 56.41 km2 and houses 51,497 
people. Buddhiganga Gaunpalika includes populations encompassing a 
diverse demographic composition of Mushars, indigenous caste groups from 
the Terai, higher-caste Brahmins/Chhetris, Madheshis, and migrants from the 
hill regions.

Ward No. 2
Ward No. 2, situated in the eastern Buddhiganga Gaunpalika, covers 11.63 
km2. The ward shares borders with Ward No. 1 to the east, Ward No. 3 to 
the west, Ward No. 4 to the north, and Sunsari District to the south (Pokhrel, 
2020). The ward has 6,068 individuals, representing various ethnic and caste 
groups. 

Figure 4: Population distribution of Ward No.2 of Buddhiganga Rural 
Municipality 
Source: Created by the author using unpublished data from Buddhiganga Rural Municipality, 
Ward No. 2 (2018).
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5.8 Unit of Analysis, Sampling Strategy and 
Sample

This study’s unit of analysis is the social construction of masculinities 
in relation to early marriage -- a relational and structurally embedded 
phenomenon. Masculinity is treated not as a fixed identity but as a set of 
gendered positions, expectations, and performances shaped by power 
relations, caste hierarchies, economic conditions, and emotional norms. 
The analysis is focused on understanding how masculinities are constituted, 
challenged, and reproduced within the context of early marriage practices 
in a structurally marginalised setting. While the unit of analysis concerns 
these broader gendered processes and structures, the units of observation, 
i.e., the individuals and groups studied, include Boys and Young Men (BYM), 
Girls and Young Women (GYW), family members, key community actors, 
and institutional and policy actors. These interlocutors were selected for 
their experiential and relational relevance to the phenomena under study. 
To investigate these dynamics, a multi-level sampling strategy was applied 
across three dimensions: location, participant type, and temporal variation.

Location Sampling
Fieldwork was conducted in Ward No. 2 of Buddhiganga Rural Municipality, 
Morang District, Province One, Koshi Province, Nepal. This area was 
purposively selected for its:
-	 High incidence of early marriage;
-	 Diverse caste composition (including Mushar, Tharu, and other Indigenous 

and Dalit groups);
-	 Pronounced socio-economic precarity and caste-based exclusion.

Participant Sampling and Inclusion Criteria
A purposive sampling approach guided the selection of participants across 
the following categories:
-	 Unmarried and married BYM and GYW aged 13–24.
-	 Parents, guardians, and grandparents involved in marriage-related 

decision-making.
-	 Key informants such as local leaders, teachers, NGO/CBO workers, health 

professionals, and policymakers.
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Table 19: Overview of Research Participants 

In-depth Interview participant

Date Participants Age 
Range

Male Female Total

April to August 
2018 and 
January 2019

Married Unmarried Married Unmarried

 BYM 19-24 29 7 36
GYW 29 3 32

Total In-depth Interview Participant 68

FGD participants
09 Sep 18 Married women 19-24 9 9
11 Sep 18 Married men 24-37 6 6
11 Sep 18 Married and unmarried 

men
19-44 3 3 6

15 Sep 18 Married men 22-35 7 7
21 Sep 18 Married and unmarried 

men
19-30 4 2 6

22 Sep 18 Unmarried (young)
Men

17-26 6 6

24 Sep 18 Unmarried (young) 
women

15-19 6 6

25 Sep 18 Married women 25-35 5 5
25 Sep 18 Married women 22-35 7 7
29 Sep 18 Key stakeholders 5 5
06 Oct 18 Unmarried (young) 

men
18-23 5 5

06 Oct 18 Married men 19-34 8 8
7 Oct 18 Married Women 

(Mothers and 
grandmothers)

28-79 11 11

12 Dec 18 Unmarried BYM 14-17 8 8
19 Dec 18 Unmarried BYM 14-17 7 7
20 Dec 18 Married women 

(mothers and 
grandmothers)

30-55 7 7

The total FGD participants 109
The total body mapping exercise 15
The total key stakeholders (interview) 11
Total 203

Source: Table compiled by the author from fieldwork conducted April–December 2018.
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Inclusion criteria included:
-	 Demographic diversity: Representation across caste, gender, age, marital 

and economic status.
-	 Residency: Participants resided in the selected communities within the 

rural municipality;
-	 Experiential relevance: Direct or indirect involvement in early marriage 

practices or gender socialisation.
-	 Institutional role (for key informants): Professional or community roles 

related to marriage, youth, or gender norms.

While the Mushar community was the primary focus, the sample included 
other Dalit and Indigenous groups to enable comparative insights on 
masculinity and caste-based differences in early marriage practices.

Temporal Considerations
Interviews, focus groups, and body mapping exercises were conducted 
across multiple times of day and two field seasons (April–December 2018 and 
January 2019). This temporal flexibility ensured:
-	 Accommodation of participants’ work and school schedules;
-	 Collection of diverse responses based on changing social rhythms (e.g., 

festivals, harvesting periods).

5.9 Data Collection Methods

To address the following sub-questions, participant observation, in-depth 
interview, focus group discussion and body mapping exercise were employed. 
SQ6 – �How are masculinities conceptualised and performed in Mushar 

communities in Eastern Nepal?
SQ7 – �How are the dynamics of early marriage changing within the Mushar 

communities? What are the drivers, pressures, state, impacts, and 
responses to early marriage in these communities?

Participant observation: Participant observation was an important 
complement to in-depth interviews and focus group discussions, and provided 
a comprehensive understanding of masculinity and drivers, pressures, state, 
impact and responses to early marriage in Dalit Madheshi communities. 
Rooted in qualitative and ethnographic traditions, participant observation 
is a well-established data-gathering technique in the social sciences and is 
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a powerful method for exploring the experiences, feelings, meanings, and 
thoughts of people, resulting in rich and complex findings (Ayuandini, 2017; 
Emerson, 2001; Jorgensen, 2020). This method involves immersing oneself 
in the social world of research subjects to gain deep insights into their 
everyday lives and experiences. By observing interactions, behaviours, and 
social dynamics first-hand, participant observation allowed me to uncover a 
nuanced understanding of how masculinity is conceptualised and performed 
in specific cultural contexts and the drivers, pressures, state, and impact of 
early marriage (Bryman, 2008).

During nine months of fieldwork in Eastern Nepal, I lived among the 
community members, establishing relationships and integrating myself into 
daily life in the community. I observed various aspects of community life, 
including household dynamics, community gatherings, workplaces, union 
meetings, and cultural events. 

The procedure for conducting participant observation involved several 
detailed steps. First, gaining access to the community was crucial. This began 
with establishing initial contact with community leaders and key informants 
to explain the purpose of the research and seek permission to conduct 
observations. Building trust was essential, so I spent the initial time in the 
community without conducting formal observations to build rapport with 
community members. A formal introduction to the community was arranged 
through a meeting or gathering facilitated by a social worker.

Building rapport involved active engagement in daily activities and community 
events to become a familiar presence. I engaged in informal conversations 
to understand community norms, values, and concerns, showing respect 
for cultural practices and being sensitive to the community’s needs and 
preferences. Recording observations was a meticulous process. I maintained 
detailed field notes documenting observations, interactions, and reflections, 
using a structured checklist to ensure consistency in data collection. Where 
appropriate and with consent, I used audio or visual recording devices to 
capture interactions and events. A daily log of activities, observations, and 
any changes in the research environment or community dynamics was kept.

Data management was an ongoing task. I regularly organised and reviewed 
field notes to identify emerging themes and patterns, using coding techniques 
to categorise and analyse data systematically. Reflecting on personal biases, 
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such as having been trained in Western feminist theory, might shape the way I 
observed, and their potential impact on interpretations was also an important 
part of the process. By following these steps, participant observation provided 
a comprehensive and nuanced understanding of the cultural and social 
dynamics within the Mushar communities, particularly regarding masculinities 
and early marriage.

In-depth interviews (IDIs): In-depth interviews (IDIs) were undertaken to 
explore participants’ perspectives on masculinity and its relation to early 
marriage (early marriage) within the context of Eastern Nepal. This allowed for 
a deep understanding of the socio-cultural dynamics at play. Semi-structured 
interviews were employed, providing a balance between guided questioning 
and flexibility to explore emergent themes (Kallio et al., 2016). This facilitated 
dialogue with participants while allowing for the exploration of new areas of 
inquiry as they arose during the interview process

The research began with informal conversations with community members to 
explore key themes and terminologies related to masculinity, marriage, and 
perceptions and practices surrounding early marriage. These exploratory 
discussions informed the development of a more structured interview guide, 
ensuring that subsequent IDIs focused on relevant topics identified during 
the exploratory phase. IDIs were conducted in settings where participants 
felt comfortable and secure, prioritising their safety and well-being. This 
approach involved considering potential risks or harm to both participants 
and the researcher, ensuring that interview locations were conducive to 
open and honest dialogue. The interview process utilised a general interview 
guide approach, allowing for flexibility in questioning while maintaining a 
degree of structure to ensure that key topics were covered (Håberg, 2020). 
This approach enabled the researcher to delve into participants’ experiences 
and perspectives on masculinity and early marriage in a conversational and 
situational manner.

Strengths of the semi-structured interview approach included the ability to 
provide guidance, repeat or rephrase questions for clarification, and foster 
conversational interactions with participants (Cohen et al., 2018). However, 
such flexibility can lead to variations in participant responses, potentially 
affecting comparability between interviews. Challenges were encountered 
in selecting interview settings and ensuring confidentiality, particularly 
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in subaltern contexts where participants were often in open spaces and 
preferred discussing matters openly in front of others. Negotiating interview 
settings and participants’ perceptions of confidentiality required careful 
navigation and adaptation to local customs and norms. Despite these 
challenges, IDIs provided valuable insights into participants’ perspectives on 
masculinity and early marriage, contributing to a nuanced understanding of 
the research topic. The research also highlights the importance of flexibility 
and cultural sensitivity in conducting interviews within diverse socio-cultural 
contexts.

Focus group discussions (FGDs): Focus group discussions (FGDs) enabled 
data collection, offering a rich understanding of participants’ perspectives 
on masculinity and its implications for early marriage. FGDs are well-suited 
for exploring normative behaviour and cultural beliefs, making them ideal for 
investigating complex masculinity dynamics (Wilkinson, 1998). FGDs aimed to 
explore how masculinity is conceptualised within Dalit Madheshi communities 
and how these perceptions intersect with notions of early marriage. By bringing 
together participants from diverse backgrounds, FGDs facilitated dynamic 
discussions, allowing for the emergence of collective insights and shared 
experiences on these intricate topics. In addition to verbal discussions, body 
mapping exercises were integrated into FGDs with adolescent BYW aged 13 
to 17. This participatory method enabled participants to visually represent their 
perceptions of masculinity and provided valuable insights into the socialisation 
processes and peer influences shaping their understanding of masculinity.

FGDs complemented individual in-depth interviews (IDIs) by fostering 
extensive discussions on masculinity and early marriage. By engaging 
participants in group settings, FGDs facilitated the exploration and 
clarification of concepts derived from IDIs, offering a holistic perspective on 
socio-cultural norms and beliefs related to masculinity. Furthermore, separate 
FGDs were conducted with key informants, including female community 
health volunteers, political leaders, and media personnel. This triangulation 
approach ensured diverse perspectives on the research topic, enhancing the 
credibility and reliability of the findings.

Engagement with key informant interviews and FGDs: Engagement with key 
informant interviews enriched the depth and breadth of understanding of 
early marriage. Key informants, who possess specialised knowledge and hold 
influential roles in addressing the issue of early marriage, were interviewed 
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to gain insights from their perspectives and experiences. The key informants 
included stakeholders at various levels of governance and community 
leadership, such as federal parliament members, local government officials 
(mayors, ward chairs), healthcare professionals (health post-in-charges, 
female community health volunteers), educational leaders (school principals, 
chair of the school management committee), social workers, political leaders, 
media personnel, saving and credit promoters, and trade union leaders. This 
selection ensured representation from different sectors and perspectives 
relevant to addressing early marriage.

Through in-depth interviews with key informants, the research aimed to 
uncover not only their understanding of the issue but also their roles and 
contributions in addressing it. Additionally, an FGD was organised with female 
community health volunteers (FCHVs). FCHVs, being government-appointed 
volunteers with grassroots connections and community engagement, 
offered a unique perspective as insiders to the community while possessing 
specialised knowledge on issues related to mothers and children. Key 
informants helped to gather emic and etic views on the issue of early 
marriage, allowing for a comprehensive understanding of the challenges and 
opportunities for intervention. 

Body mapping exercise: The research included a body mapping exercise to 
explore the construction of masculinity among young unmarried BYW aged 
13 to 17. Body mapping can be a child-friendly and interactive tool that can be 
used to create a safe atmosphere and encourage participation in discussions. 
This exercise was used as a warm-up activity before engaging in more 
in-depth discussions about masculinity and its influence on early marriage. 
During the exercise, participants drew and labelled their bodies, focusing 
on areas related to masculinity such as physical appearance, emotions, 
behaviours, and societal expectations. This activity provided insights into 
how participants perceive and internalise societal norms and expectations 
regarding masculinity at a younger age. Following the body mapping exercise, 
i discussed participants’ perceptions and experiences related to masculinity, 
allowing them to elaborate on their drawings, share personal stories, and 
express their thoughts and feelings about masculinity and its role in their 
lives. I also explored the construction of masculinity among adolescents 
by examining how notions of masculinity begin to take shape during early 
adolescence, which may in turn influence decisions related to marriage at a 
young age. 
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To facilitate clear data organisation while maintaining confidentiality, I 
developed a consistent participant coding system. Each participant was 
assigned a unique code that incorporated the data collection method, 
participant number, sex, and age. For example, focus group participants 
were labelled using the format FGDP [number][sex][age] (e.g., FGDP20F30 for 
Participant 20, a 30-year-old female). Similarly, key informants were coded as 
KIIP [number][sex][age] (e.g., KIIP05M42), and participant observation subjects 
were recorded using POP [number][sex][age] (e.g., POP3F25). This coding 
system ensured traceability across transcripts and analytical frameworks 
while preserving anonymity and aligning with ethical standards.

To uphold participant anonymity in the presentation of findings, pseudonyms 
were used in place of coded identifiers. Pseudonyms were carefully selected 
to be culturally appropriate yet not identifiable.

5.9.1 Translation and Quotes 
I translated all Nepali interviews as accurately and faithfully as possible, 
capturing both the nuance and the context of the participants’ voices. I 
have aimed to preserve the tone, phrasing, and connotations of the original 
text and sometimes kept the original quote to honour the authenticity and 
linguistic context of the participants’ expressions and to maintain parts of the 
conversation that, while not directly relevant to the central themes, provide 
valuable cultural or contextual depth. To ensure clarity for readers, I have 
included a brief footnote about my translation to maintain the integrity of the 
participants’ narratives while providing a fuller understanding of the socio-
cultural context in which their statements are embedded.

5.10 Ethnographic Data Analysis

Data analysis helps to make sense of the data and present it in a meaningful 
way (Yin, 2003) and helps the researcher to i) support or reject the research’s 
propositions and ii) generate theories that are grounded in the empirical 
evidence. Data analysis takes various steps, such as breaking down, sorting, 
and finding patterns in research materials, which help to assemble or 
reconstruct the data in a meaningful way (Jorgensen, 1989).

Thematic analysis: I generated three types of data: fieldwork notes based on my 
ethnographic observation of the lives of people in the communities, in-depth 
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interviews and FGD transcripts.  I employed a thematic approach, building 
on Braun and Clarke’s (2006) assertion that   “[a] theme captures something 
important about the data about the research question and represents some 
level of patterned response or meaning within the data set (10). Analysis and 
interpretation of observations were conducted to identify behaviour patterns 
and uncover underlying meanings in participants’ day-to-day lives. Utilising 
individuals, social groups (ethnicity, caste, and class), social interactions, 
geographical units, and artefacts (such as photographs), I gained further insights.

5.11 Ethical considerations

I abided by the Amsterdam Institute for Social Science Research (AISSR) 
ethical regulations. Failure to adhere to sensitivity may lead to enormous 
implications, such as harm to participants, exacerbation of conflicts and threats 
to the researcher. Also, the specific definition of sensitivity depends upon 
the context, broader cultural norms, and values (McCosker et al., 2001);  the 
presence of any sensitivity in research poses potentially severe implications 
for its design. I also understand that some topics and the contexts in which 
they are studied require the development or use of methodologies that are 
particularly receptive to sensitivity in research (Elam & Fenton, 2003). Based 
on this, I have taken the following measures to make this research ethical. 

Informed consent: Informed consent was obtained from all participants 
before their involvement in the research. This process was designed to ensure 
that participants fully understood the purpose of the research, the voluntary 
nature of their participation, and the potential risks and benefits involved. 
Participants were provided with a detailed introduction letter and consent 
form, written in a language and style that was accessible and understandable 
to them. Special care was taken to simplify complex terminology and 
concepts, making the information as clear and comprehensible as possible. 
Before consenting to participate, participants were given ample time to review 
the introduction letter and consent form at their own pace. For individuals 
who were unable to read, the researcher verbally presented the contents of 
the documents in a clear and audible manner, ensuring that participants had 
a thorough understanding of what was being asked of them. Additionally, 
the contents of the consent forms were elaborated upon to further facilitate 
understanding. The researcher took the time to explain each section of 
the consent form in detail, addressing any questions or concerns raised by 
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participants. This ensured that participants were fully informed about the 
research process and what their involvement would entail before providing 
their consent. Throughout the consent process, participants were explicitly 
informed of their rights, including the right to refuse participation, decline 
to answer any questions or withdraw from the research at any time without 
penalty. Participants were also informed of how their information would be 
used and the measures in place to protect their confidentiality and privacy.

In cases where interviews were recorded, participants were given the option 
to consent to have their interviews recorded for later reference. However, 
recording was not mandatory, and participants were free to decline if they 
preferred not to have their interviews recorded. By prioritising informed 
consent and ensuring that participants fully understood the nature of their 
involvement in the research, I aimed to uphold ethical standards and respect 
the autonomy and dignity of all participants. The voluntary nature of the 
interview and that they could refuse to be interviewed, refuse to answer any 
question, and terminate the interview at any point was made clear, and how 
the information would be used was also made clear. The majority of interviews 
were recorded, with the interviewees’ consent, for later reference, but all 
interviewees were given a choice to refuse to have the interview recorded. 

Confidentiality: Confidentiality was rigorously upheld throughout every 
stage of the research process to safeguard the privacy of participants. All 
information collected from participants was treated with the utmost discretion 
and confidentiality, adhering to ethical standards and legal requirements. To 
ensure confidentiality, participants were provided with clear explanations 
regarding how their information would be handled and the measures in place 
to protect their privacy. Participants were assured that their responses would 
be anonymised and aggregated, with no identifying information included 
in any reports or publications resulting from the research. Interpreters, who 
played a crucial role in facilitating communication with participants, were 
also briefed on the importance of confidentiality. Interpreters were required 
to adhere to a strict code of conduct that emphasised the need to maintain 
confidentiality and respect the privacy of participants. Interpreter was 
informed of the sensitive nature of the topics being discussed and were 
reminded of their obligation to uphold confidentiality at all times. Furthermore, 
to further safeguard participant anonymity, all identifying information, such as 
names and personal details, was replaced with codes and then pseudonyms 
during the analysis phase. 
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Throughout the research process, strict protocols were implemented to 
prevent unauthorised access to participant data. Data storage and handling 
procedures were designed to minimise the risk of breaches or inadvertent 
disclosure of sensitive information. Measures such as password protection 
and encryption were employed to secure electronic data. By maintaining 
strict confidentiality protocols, I aimed to create a safe and trusting 
environment for participants to share their experiences and perspectives 
openly. The commitment to confidentiality not only upheld ethical principles 
but also respected the rights and dignity of the individuals who generously 
contributed to the research.

Participant safety: Participant safety was a paramount concern throughout the 
design and implementation of the research. Given the diverse backgrounds 
and potentially sensitive nature of the topics discussed, measures were taken 
to mitigate any risks to both the researcher and the participants. First, careful 
consideration was given to the context within participants’ live, which involved 
conducting a thorough risk assessment to identify any potential dangers or 
vulnerabilities that participants might face as a result of their involvement 
in the research. Special attention was paid to issues such as poverty, caste 
and ethnic group, gender discrimination, and conflict, which are known to be 
sensitive topics within the research context. 

Steps were taken to minimise the risk of unintended disclosure of sensitive 
information. Furthermore, the subtlety of questions was carefully considered 
to avoid inadvertently causing harm or discomfort to participants. Questions 
were phrased in a way that allowed participants to engage with the research 
on their terms, without feeling pressured or exposed. A sensitivity briefing 
was provided to the research assistants to ensure that they were equipped to 
handle potentially difficult or emotional conversations with care and empathy.

Any concerns or issues that arose during the research, participants were 
provided with access to support services and resources that included 
information about counselling services, legal support, and other forms of 
assistance that may be available to them. Additionally, my interpreter and 
I remained vigilant for signs of distress or discomfort among participants 
and were prepared to intervene if necessary to ensure their safety and 
well-being. By prioritising participant safety and well-being throughout the 
research process, I aimed to create an environment in which participants felt 
respected, valued, and supported. This not only helped to ensure the integrity 
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and validity of the research findings but also upheld ethical principles and 
responsibilities towards the individuals who generously shared their time and 
experiences with us.

Positionality and Reflexivity: My positionality as a researcher was shaped 
by my personal and professional experiences, values, and beliefs. I identified 
as a Nepali woman with over two decades of experience in activism and 
development, focusing on minority groups, particularly GYW and BYM, who 
face multiple forms of marginalisation and discrimination in Nepal. This 
research emerged from my quest to understand how minority groups living 
at multiple margins and experiencing various socio-cultural, economic, and 
political challenges could be better supported to live dignified lives with 
recognised identities. I aimed to amplify the voices and perspectives of GYW 
and BYM, who are often silenced or ignored in dominant discourses.

Nepal’s diversity encompasses numerous minority groups, whose well-being 
directly correlates with the country’s development. Although development 
programmes have historically targeted marginalised communities, their reach 
and impact have remained inconsistent. Despite constitutional guarantees 
and supporting policies, people from specific ethnic, caste, and minority 
groups continued to endure dehumanising conditions. Among these groups, 
GYW were disproportionately affected, facing systemic oppression under the 
guise of tradition, culture, and familial expectations.

My work with CYP brought me closer to their aspirations and perspectives, 
while also exposing me to the traumatic and life-threatening situations they 
faced daily. Conversations with survivors of violence and early marriage 
deeply touched me and influenced my decision to explore the intersections of 
masculinity, early marriage, and intersectional feminism in this research. I did 
not claim that my research was value-free; instead, I viewed it as a process of 
jointly constructing knowledge with participants and their communities. I also 
recognised that the knowledge produced in this context might differ in other 
settings or with other participants.

My engagement in policy analysis in this research stems from my 
positionality, where I wanted to deepen my understanding of policies at both 
the international and national levels and be better prepared to engage with 
the policy process in the future. In my previous engagement with the policy 
process at the national and global levels in my practitioner role, I felt the 
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need for a critical understanding of policies to be able to engage with the 
policy process effectively. I have conducted policy analysis to find substance 
and evidence that I could use when I engage with the policy process again 
in my practitioner role. I, therefore, plan to come up with a policy brief that 
disseminates the findings and recommendations of the research to various 
stakeholders involved in the policy process.

In the field, my identity as a middle-aged woman from an indigenous 
community in Kathmandu marked me as an outsider. Participants often 
categorised me as a migrant from the hills. However, my accent and 
appearance did not fit neatly into this category. While some participants 
associated me with the higher caste groups from the hills, they hesitated to do 
so because my nose was not pierced, a cultural marker they expected. This 
outsider status created curiosity among participants and became a topic of 
discussion in my absence. My participants also compared me to development 
workers or teachers from other parts of Nepal. While GYW viewed me as a 
role model, men struggled to accept a woman working far from home, as 
they could not envision allowing their daughters to do the same. Despite my 
outsider status, participants appeared to feel comfortable opening to me, 
believing that their information would remain confidential. Many participants 
valued the opportunity to share their experiences with someone external to 
their community. Interviews and FGDs became spaces where participants 
could express their pains and tensions, which they rarely shared with others. 
I prioritised listening and minimised interventions, except when specific 
information was required to address the research questions.

In the field, incidents such as a drunk father beating his teenage daughter, a 
young mother of 26 committing suicide with her three children, and a young 
girl being killed in what was called a road accident deeply affected me. As 
someone who had been part of the civil rights movement in Nepal, I found the 
concept of “proper Nepali” observed in the field troubling. It was clear who 
was considered a “proper Nepali” and who was not. I observed subtle forms of 
discrimination and how language and behaviour were used to “other” certain 
people. I also came to understand the clear demarcation between people 
migrating from the hills, who often belonged to higher castes, and people 
from Madhesh. My participants frequently used terms like “them” and “us,” 
referring to “Pahadi” or “Nepali society” versus “our Madheshi society.” In 
this context, “Pahadi” or “Nepali” were considered “proper Nepali,” whereas 
“Madheshi” were not.
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Reflexivity in the Research Process: My positionality offered both 
advantages and challenges. As an insider - a Nepali woman and development 
practitioner, I could establish rapport, access relevant contexts, and interpret 
data with cultural sensitivity. However, this insider status also brought biases 
and assumptions that could hinder objectivity. For instance, I may have had 
preconceived notions about participants’ experiences or overlooked data 
that did not align with my expectations. Additionally, my identity influenced 
power dynamics; participants may have perceived me as an authority figure or 
representative of a particular group. To address these challenges, I adopted a 
reflexive approach throughout the research process. 

I continuously questioned and critically examined my positionality and its 
influence on the research. I sought feedback from supervisors, peers, and 
participants to ensure validity and credibility. Furthermore, I employed 
multiple data sources, interviews, observations, documents, and field 
notes to triangulate and cross-check findings. This approach allowed me 
to navigate the complexities of the research ethics and transparency while 
acknowledging its limitations. My positionality and reflexivity shaped every 
aspect of this research. While my identity created both opportunities and 
challenges, it enriched the study by fostering meaningful interactions with 
participants. By engaging reflexively, I aimed to produce a nuanced and 
ethically grounded exploration of early marriage and its intersections with 
gender, caste, and ethnicity in Madheshi Dalit communities.

Although fieldwork concluded before the COVID-19 pandemic, I have 
maintained communication with participants and local collaborators. These 
ongoing dialogues have enriched my contextual understanding and reaffirmed 
the continued relevance of the data. This sustained engagement also enabled 
limited post-fieldwork support, such as facilitating access to child helpline 
services during crises through the organisation I was working with at the time.

Reflexivity on the Use of AI-Assisted Writing Tools
In line with the epistemological positioning of this study and its commitment 
to methodological transparency, I wish to acknowledge the use of AI-assisted 
writing support during the final stages of dissertation development. 
Specifically, I used OpenAI’s ChatGPT in a limited and carefully controlled 
manner to support non-analytical aspects of the writing process only after 
submitting multiple versions of individual chapters to my supervisors and the 
full draft to my promoter, all of which had been developed independently of 
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AI tools. The AI tool was used primarily for rephrasing selected sections for 
improved clarity, coherence, and academic tone.

5.12 Conclusion

This chapter has outlined the methodological foundations and research 
design employed to examine the intersection of masculinities and early 
marriage within structurally marginalised communities in Nepal. Grounded in 
a social constructivist ontology and interpretivist epistemology, and guided by 
an intersectional feminist paradigm, the study integrates multiple qualitative 
methods to capture the complex and context-specific nature of gendered 
practices and meanings.

A multi-method approach comprising a DPSIR-guided scoping literature 
review, the development of a theory-informed analytical framework, CFA of 
global and national policy documents, and ethnographic fieldwork enables 
the triangulation of data across sources, scales, and analytical lenses. This 
configuration strengthens the study’s internal validity and analytical depth, 
allowing a relational and multi-level exploration of how masculinities are 
constructed, contested, and embedded within the practice of early marriage. By 
focusing on diverse units of analysis from individual experiences and relational 
dynamics to institutional actors and policy discourses, the methodology ensures 
a holistic understanding of the phenomena under investigation. The purposive 
sampling strategy and engagement with marginalised communities, particularly 
the Mushar group, enable the research to foreground voices often excluded 
from dominant narratives and policy formulations.

Ethical considerations, including informed consent, confidentiality, and 
participant well-being, were prioritised throughout, ensuring a respectful and 
context-sensitive engagement with the field. The researcher’s positionality 
and reflexivity were not only acknowledged but methodologically integrated 
to enhance transparency and critical awareness.

Overall, the methodological framework presented here serves as a 
foundation for the subsequent analytical chapters, which draw on the data 
and theoretical tools described to offer new insights into the socio-cultural, 
symbolic, and policy dimensions of masculinities and early marriage. This 
chapter thus bridges theoretical abstraction with empirical inquiry and paves 
the way for grounded analysis in the chapters that follow.


