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This perspective paper contemplates the nuances of engaging with literature ethically in conducting a scoping review based on the researchers' project on girlhood studies in Indonesia. We assert that the ethical perspective extends beyond conventional primary data collection from human participants, further emphasizing the essence of a feminist methodology in this scholarly investigation. We discuss the interplay between the role of rigor and the dynamics of power relations in research, shedding light on reconciling between the pursuit of facts and acknowledgment of biases in knowledge production. This reflection offers insights into the methodological process and the researcher's role, contributing to the broader discourse on how research can effectively address issues of gender equity and social inclusion. Through this paper, we underscore the necessity of an intentional approach in unifying the domains of science and advocacy because only then can we truly catalyze transformative change. In doing so, we seek to foster a more comprehensive, objective, and empathetic understanding of the researched: in this case, the experiences of girls and young women –and, by extension, marginalized individuals in Indonesia and beyond.
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1 Introduction

This paper delves into the experiences the researchers encountered while conducting a scoping review on girlhood studies in Indonesia since June 2022. The review was designed to understand the extent to which nuances and complexity of girlhood have been afforded to the lives of girls and young women in Indonesia through how they have been researched. Based on our reflection on our scoping review for the Indonesian girlhood study, we advance a term called “contextual objectivity” to capture the importance of paying attention to the landscape in which a specific study is located as well as the nuance within the study. We argue that contextual objectivity is important in scoping studies in discerning and exploring the semantics and the latent in the literature we gathered. Beyond the breadth and depth of a study area, we believe that a scoping review can have a greater role in unpacking how topics emerged, discussed, and linked with each other. Applying contextual objectivity in the review allows us to investigate how publications present Indonesian girls and problematize phenomena around their lives.

The application of contextual objectivity in the scoping review process was motivated by a feminist lens that emphasizes the importance of reflexivity, inclusivity, and the recognition of power dynamics in research. Feminist methodology involves engaging with the situatedness and contextually embedded nature of data, centering the relationship between the researcher and the researched, and valuing marginalized voices (Millen, 1997; Norgbey, 2018; Mootz et al., 2019). Feminist qualitative research often employs methods such as interviews, focus groups, participant observation, and content analysis to explore the experiences and perspectives of individuals and communities (Chilisa and Tsheko, 2014; Morgan et al., 2018; Karimi, 2019). Emotionally engaged researchers, in the case of this scoping review, describe not only engagements with research participants but also literature (Campbell, 2001). These forms of reflection, where experiences converse with interpretations, are acknowledged to enrich and reorient the review processes (Blakely, 2007).

In the next section of this paper, we will introduce how the feminist approach was implemented in our scoping review. The third section of the paper will present the researchers' reflections through the scoping review process. Lastly, we will discuss our reflections thoroughly in section four.



2 Applying the feminist approach in a scoping review

This article presents our reflections gained from applying the feminist lens on the scoping review method, a technique for mapping and synthesizing the evidence from scholarly works within a specific field that was first introduced in the context of delivery and organizational health services (Mays et al., 2001). A scoping review is a type of systematic approach that provides an overview of the existing literature, identifies key themes, trends, and gaps, and allows more flexibility for iterative refinement of the research question and inclusion criteria (Arksey and O'Malley, 2005). Since the scoping review is based on a traditional approach to evidence-based practice, it may be limited in its search for definitive answers and in extracting deconstructed information out of context. Although scoping reviews are becoming more common, they have been predominantly used in the health sector rather than in social sciences (Pham et al., 2014).

The proponents of feminist methodologies have criticized the conventional understanding of knowledge, which often privileges objective, detached viewpoints and often overlooks the importance of subjective experience and social context (Code, 2013). In addition, the traditional approach to synthesizing knowledge tends to focus on looking for patterns and similarities, overlooking what she describes as “not knowing” or the unknown context surrounding the generalized pattern (Lather, 2009). In conducting the scoping review, we observe the limitations of the traditional method raised by proponents of feminist methodology. We also note potential biases of the researchers and the knowledge production environment in which the literature was produced. Moreover, we also question the granularities that are sacrificed to create generalization and categorization and attempt to figure out spaces for the contributions of the smaller threads of analysis.

Therefore, in our exercise, we aim to reconcile the scoping review's methodological limit by applying a feminist approach as we re-examine our roles and positionality as researchers, our intentions, and the material effects of our research (Saraswati and Beta, 2021). Beyond charting the scholarly landscape of girlhood studies in Indonesia, the review tries to untangle the conflated views and assumptions on Indonesian girls internally within its own field and externally, among other girlhood studies in the global south.



3 Conducting a scoping review on critical girlhood studies in Indonesia

Critical girlhood studies provide a transformative lens, challenging the predominant focus on white, middle-class girls by inviting a nuanced and engaged exploration of the perspectives of girls from diverse backgrounds, critically investigating and celebrating their joy of being outside the usual epistemic centers (Bae-Dimitriadis, 2017) and their ability to flip the script and shapeshift in order to negotiate the opportunities and limitations in their everyday lives (Rentschler and Mitchell, 2014; Cox, 2015; Evans-Winters, 2017). Brown (2011) argued that critical girlhood studies aim to “problematize all the assumptions couched under the term, expose them to scrutiny, and address their politics, all the while maintaining the complexities of identity that the contested label appropriately reflects” (109). Assessing the scope of girlhood studies in Indonesia is our effort to contribute to the critical discussion of girlhood studies. Emerging in the past two decades as a subfield in youth studies, it has successfully opened the pathway for research projects and academic discussions that are critical of how girls and girlhood have been constructed by including perspectives from feminist media studies, gender studies, queer studies, critical race studies, critical development studies, cultural studies, and youth sociology (McRobbie and Garber, 1976; Harris, 2004a,b, 2008; Gonick et al., 2009; Kearney, 2009, 2011, 2018; McRobbie, 2009; Taft, 2010, 2014; Renold and Ringrose, 2013; Gill and Orgad, 2015; Mendes et al., 2019).

Nevertheless, the studies generated in critical girlhood studies remain Western and Global North-centric. It leaves studies about girls in the Global South generally and in Southeast Asia riddled explicitly with overdetermination and simplification of their cultural, social, and political contexts (Bae-Dimitriadis, 2017; Khoja-Moolji, 2018; Loh, 2020; Saraswati and Beta, 2021) -generating most analysis on girls in the region with a marked “third world difference” (Mohanty, 2003). We try to fill the field's gap in studying global south “girls as doers,” which shifts the gaze from the “crisis of girlhood” to girls' engagement and participation (Mitchell, 2016). We offer our viewpoints about positioning ourselves as engaged scholars while scrutinizing the contexts in which studies on Indonesian girls were designed, published, and used.

We believe that the feminist lens should be integral to our effort to chart girlhood studies in Indonesia critically. Thus, reflexive thinking was employed to ensure rigor in our scoping review and applying the feminist approach (Rettke et al., 2018). To achieve the objective of the scoping review with a feminist lens, we systematically allocated time and space for reflection to discuss project progress and the rigor at each review stage. Consisting of women of various ages and backgrounds, the team finds the importance of creating space to discuss their thoughts and reflections during each review stage and also giving nuances in each own experience as a girl. The team recorded all decisions and reflections in a working memo, typically written by a team member acting as a note-taker. The purpose of this memo is to encourage team members to record their interpretations and reflections throughout the analysis process, similar to an all-access diary. The reflective memo also provides a space for researchers to practice discipline in being reflective while challenging the researcher's biases in understanding how girls were discussed. Each stage of the scoping review is rigorously completed while applying a feminist lens and practicing reflexive thinking in conducting the scoping review.

Reflections allow researchers to delve into the data without losing the context in which the study was conducted. One such reflection occurs when we start categorizing the descriptive information about the literature, including its study population. At the onset of our study, we gathered the literature from Google Scholar, retrieving 18,793 academic publications from Indonesian and international journals. Early in our screening, we noticed that Indonesian publications are not always indexed internationally, pushing us to step back and scrutinize the quality of Indonesian papers. Through our reflection sessions, we recognized that selecting Indonesian journal articles also revealed the barriers Indonesian researchers might experience in publishing their studies, and thus increased our awareness of the politics of knowledge production in girlhood studies. In our charting stage, we tried to capture both studies around “girls,” defined as individuals under 18 years of age, and studies including “girls” and young “women” broadly defined. We took the decision to glean into girlhood as defined by Indonesian scholars without the constraints of normative definitions. As a result, our study captured literature involving girls within various age brackets, which was challenging to categorize. Although we aimed to identify major commonalities through categorization, we realized that the age range in this study is contextual and needs to be interpreted beyond the numbers it represents. We decided to omit the coding for categorization for age and, instead, learn when, where, and which girls are part of women from different age groups.

Furthermore, in engaging with the literature, we employed a diagramming method to conduct thematic analysis and discern the patterns and relations in the texts. At this stage of the review, we realized that the way the researchers charted the data and interpreted the literature was not always aligned. We started reflecting on our choice of words in producing themes and what meaning they derive from our background and experiences. For example, when we try to find the thematic threads in “Who” the girls are in the literature, our perception of how the authors represent girls and our own interpretation collides. The researchers are found to interpret adverse experiences, such as early marriages, as victimhood or victimizations without a clear account in the respective literature on the girls' position. Acknowledging the bias in analyzing the data has been an important step for researchers in every discussion. In doing our research, we also consciously take a step back and observe our ways of identifying girls' experiences. One of the researchers reflected: “I noticed that one literature could discuss more than one dimension and representation of girls. For example, in cases of teenage pregnancy/child marriage, girls could be discussed within their roles as “adolescents,” but at the same time, they could also be depicted within their roles as “mothers,” “wives,” or “victims.” As literature can convey girls' multitude of roles, researchers' decisions in encapsulating the myriad of terms for the convenience of analysis should be carefully assessed and constantly reflected.



4 Discussion

This is how empathy violates the other and is part of the demand for totality. A recalcitrant rhetoric is about inaccessible alterity, a lesson in modesty and respect, somewhere outside of our desire to possess, know, grasp (Lather, 2000).

This paper captures our insights in applying the principles, employing a “contextual objectivity” and feminist lens in striking a balance between the researchers and the subjects we read in the literature on other people's experiences. The research team comprises women from diverse backgrounds and training, including criminology, cultural studies, economics, public health, and psychology. While all of us are working in the field of gender and child protection, we found our experience affects the lens through which we are observing the literature and the girls they discussed. As one of the researchers with a criminology background reflected: “In the first stage of our inventorying, I realized that we must be critical in treating the subjects as ‘victims.' We tend to categorize individuals as victims when they are on the receiving end of harmful treatments, but they were not always presented that way in the literature. Thus, it is necessary for us to define what ‘presented as victims' means.”


4.1 Reconciling scholarship and activism

Feminist methodology also plays a crucial role in reconciling science and advocacy. It recognizes the interconnectedness of research and activism and seeks to bridge the gap between theory and practice (Fox and Murry, 2000). By engaging in research that is politically and ethically accountable to disadvantaged groups, feminist methodology promotes social change and challenges existing power structures (Gurung, 2021). It provides a framework for researchers to navigate the complexities of conducting research that is both rigorous and socially transformative (Harbin, 2014).

Through our process of investigating how the literature defined problems, challenges, and opportunities influencing Indonesian girls, we recognized the tension between scholarship and activism. For us, applying the feminist approach is more than applying feminist rigor in our review. As women and policy researchers, we understand our own biases when discussing the positions of Indonesian girls in the literature. We recognize the significant role we play as advocates for girls throughout every stage of the scoping review. For example, during the screening stage, we use our judgment and advocacy position to include articles on important topics or from Indonesian journals, even if their quality may differ from top international journals.



4.2 Promoting ethical research practices, including in scoping review

Feminist methodology considers ethics by placing a strong emphasis on ethical conduct in research. It recognizes the power dynamics between researchers and participants and aims to address these power imbalances. Feminist researchers strive to create a research environment that is respectful, inclusive, and empowering for all involved (Ackerly and True, 2008; Ruan, 2020). Feminist methodology recognizes that ethics are applicable in both primary data collection involving humans and in indirect or secondary data analysis, including literature reviews. It acknowledges that engaging with existing literature requires ethical considerations, such as ensuring proper citation and respecting the intellectual property of authors (Grosser, 2009). Feminist researchers approach literature reviews with a critical lens, questioning the power dynamics and biases present in the literature and seeking to amplify marginalized voices (Rizvi, 2017).

Irwin (2013) explores the ethics and epistemology of qualitative secondary analysis and highlights the importance of engaging with the situatedness and contextually embedded nature of qualitative data (Irwin, 2013). It emphasizes the need for ethical conduct in secondary analysis and the importance of considering the original context and intentions of the data. In content analysis, feminist methodology ethics is applied by critically examining the power dynamics embedded in the data and the research process. It involves questioning the underlying assumptions and biases that may be present in the content being analyzed. Mauthner et al. (1998) also call attention to using secondary qualitative data in research, which will separate the interpretation from its contextual information. Considering the increasing reliance on the internet in research, we also must consider and interpret literature in our review within the context, biases, and ethical implications of online research (Hokke et al., 2018). In our review, we were committed to upholding ethical standards by actively addressing our interests in advancing gender equality and promoting social justice for girls and young women. Instead of sidelining these concerns, we embraced reflexivity as a guiding principle, engaging in continuous reflection and constructive dialogues among ourselves. Throughout this process, we remained vigilant in critically reassessing the power dynamics inherent in the politics of knowledge production, thus ensuring a nuanced and conscientious approach as we worked on the scoping review.

Applying contextual objectivity in our review involves a conscious attempt to record our pathways of thinking and reflections through a memo, where we record our reflections and interpretations by asking ourselves “what do we think and feel about the findings in our review?”, as well as responding or challenging other team members' opinions. We suggest that objectivity entails transparency of our positions and limits in knowing. Through this memo, we were able to record our pathway of thinking, such as the shift in our interpretation on the discussion of girls' adverse experiences, where at the screening stage, we reflect: “most of the literature discusses them as victims because they experience discrimination and violence”, and we could see a shift in our understanding where at the analysis stage, we acknowledged our bias from our experience as policy researchers, as one of the researcher's reflected: “During the extracting of variables from our matrix reading, I realized that the definition of victim, vulnerable group, and at-risk are often used in answering our matrix variables. During our debrief after 30 min of extracting, it is important to note that the researchers need to look into what the literature means when talking about girls. I also acknowledge my bias based on my background and my recent works that I see through the lens of vulnerable people. At first, I see them all as vulnerable groups, as they have more risks to be disadvantaged. But then, I am learning to also learn some perspectives.” In considering the ethical implications of our interpretations, we acknowledge our intentional bias to ground our analysis in a commitment to social justice and equality (Faulkner, 2018; Manda and Settler, 2018).



4.3 Key implications for future studies

While the literature specifically addressing ethical considerations in conducting literature reviews or secondary data analysis is limited, there is a growing recognition of the need for ethical conduct in research that does not involve primary data collection. Researchers are encouraged to consider issues such as transparency, privacy, confidentiality, and the original context of the data when conducting literature reviews or secondary data analysis.

Feminist methodology places a strong emphasis on ethics in research. It considers power dynamics, inclusivity, and the wellbeing of participants. It applies ethical considerations in content analysis by critically examining the data and ensuring a commitment to social justice. Feminist methodology recognizes the importance of ethics in primary data collection and engaging with existing literature, including literature reviews. By prioritizing ethical conduct, it aims to create a more equitable and just research practice.

The preliminary findings of our scoping literature review suggest that there is a tendency in contemporary studies of girls to frame girls and young women in locations like Indonesia as already victims and/or subjects of development. This is where feminist approaches play a key role in reminding and challenging the researchers in their critical roles as knowledge producers. Feminist “contextual objectivity” encourages us to prioritize rigor and kindness. It compels us to consider the politics of knowledge production at play. It demands that we do not take the positions of the researched in the literature at face value but rather pursue an inquiry on why girls and young women in the Global South are and continue to be in particular positions. In the future, we suggest that researchers interested in investigating the livelihoods of girls should reflect upon and question their own position and framing of girls when designing the study. Researchers are invited to reflect, challenge, and be mindful of the method used to answer the research questions when studying girls' livelihoods while acknowledging their strengths and limitations.
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