
Exercise 3.7

This exercrse encouroges voJ lo use the ol rernorrve vers ion.o[  desir ib ing
lomi ly l r te oroposed bv Gubr.um ond Holsrern

lmcgine thof  you wish to do on observolronoi  study of  ihe fomi ly.  Now
consic jer  fhe fo l lowing quest ions.

I  Whot ore the odvonfoges cnd drsodvontoges of  obtoin ing occess to lhe
rom[y nousenold(
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2 In whot wovs moy fomilies be studied outside the household setting? Whot
methodology might  you use ond whot quesl ions could vou osk? 

-

3 Whot might  observot ion te l l  vou obout ihe 
' fomi ly '  

rn eoch of  the fo l lowing
sel i tngs

o iow courls
.  docro,-po' 'enl  consLt .o l tors
. lelevisron soco,operos?

il13:'0. 
o sfudy oi one of rhese seilrngs or wrire hypotheiicolly obout oll

Whotdoes i t  meon to soyyou ore studying fhe, fomi ly, { i .e.  wi th in inverted
commos)?

Interviews
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As I argued in Chapter 1, research topics never.arise 'out of the biue'' Whether

or not i". u." aware of it, u.ty ,..uur& topic will derive from particula.r nrodels

liiootl"g ut tf",e world andTor from bertain'social problems' currently to the

fore in socletv.
However,iet us imagine that you have'innocently' decided to Sather some

interview data as part of a research methods course Making use of the

accessibility and good nature of your fellow students, vou decide to embark

on a study of, sali students' perceptions of their fuhrre job.prospects'

Becauie you have read a bit about research design, you decide to 'Pre-test'

some preliminary questions on a friend to find whether they are easrly

underitood (in the way that you intend). Having sorted out your questions'

you find hali a dozen itudents and interview them. Now, you think, all you

ilave to do is to summarize their answers and you will have a legitimate

research report on your chosen topic.
Weli, miybe. Perhaps, along the way, you failed to ask yourself a number

of questions. These include:

. Why (and in what way) is your chosen research topic significant?

. How far do your topic and findings relate to other research?

. Why is an interview method appiopriate for your topic: why not simplv

look at existing records of graduates' first iobs?
. Is the size and-method of recruitment of your sampie appropliate to both

your topic and Your model?
. bia yo' audio tr 'ideo record your rnterviews? How did you transcribe

them (if at all)?
. Did you nu.i to interview your respondents face-to-face? Why not use

e-mail?
. Did you think about using a/ocus group,wltere respondents are ottered

some topic or shmulus ma[erial and then encouraged to discuss it amongst

themselves?
. what status will you accord to your data? For instance, are you seeklng

objective'facts', subiective'perceptions' or simply'narratives'?
. How thoroughly have you inalysed your data? For instance, have you just

.eported a fEw"tetm[' extracis? Or have you worked through all.your

material, searching ouiexamples which don't fit your original suppositions

( d ex iant - case analv sis)?
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Without answers to these questions, your professor may disappoint you with
a surprisingly poor grade for vour interview proiect.

I will shortly set out different ways in which social scientists have
addressed some of the questions above, pavin! particular atiention to the
varyrng status of interview data in different models of the rdsearch process.
For discussion of e-rnail intewiews, see Mann and Stewart (2000); for focus
groups/ see Bloor et al. (2001).

For the moment. however, I want to iilustrate the import of these issues
with one helpful case study.

4 . 1  W H E N  t 5  A ' T R | B E '  ( M O E R M A N ) ?

As an anthropologist, Michael Moerman was interested in learning how a
people categorized their world. Like most antfuopologists and Chicago School
ethnographers (see Chapter 3), he interviewed nafive injormants. His aim was
to elicit from them what'being a Lue' (the name of the tribe) meant to them.
So lv{oerman started to ask kibespeopie queshons hke, 'How do you recognize
a member of your tribe?'

He reports that his respondents quickly became adept at providing a whole
list of traits which he called 'ethnic identification devices'. These included
beliefs and actions which they regarded as unique to the Lue people (e.g. their
approach to trading with their neighbours). The final list of such traits seerned
to describe the tribe and to distinguish it from its neighbours.

However, Moerman was lroubled about what sense to read hto the Lue,s
own accounts. His questions often related to issues which were either obvious
or irrelevani to the respondents. As he puts it:

To the extent that answering an ethnographer's questionis an unusual srtuation
for natives, one cannot reason from a native's answer to lis normnl cateeories or
ascriptions. (Moeman, I974: 66, my emphasis)

So Moerman started to see that ethnic identifications were not used all the
time bv these people, any more than we use them to refer to ourselves in a
Westem culture. This meant that, if you wanted to understand this people, it
was not particularly useful to elicii from them whai would necessarily be
an abstract account of their tribe's characteristics given at the behest of an
outsider. So, instead, Moerman started to examine what went on in everyday
situahons through observahon.

However, it was not so straightforward to switch to observahonal methods.
Even when ethnographers are silent and merely observe, their presence
indicates to people that matters relevant io 'identity' should be highlighted.
Consequently, people may pay particular attention to what both the observer
and they themselves take to be relevant categorization schemes - like ethnic
or kinship labels. In this way, the ethnographer may have 'altered the
local priorities among the native categorv sets which it is his task to describe'
(1974:6Tt.
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What, then, was to be done? A clue is given by the initiallv opaque

subheadings of Moerman's article:

e Who are the Lue?

r Why are the Lue?

r When are the Lue?

Moerman argues that there are three reasons u'hv we should not ask: 'Who

are the Lue?'First, it would generate an inventory of traits. Like ali such

inventories it could be endless because we couid alwavs be accused of havrng

left someihing out. Second, lists are retrospective. Once we have decided that

the Lue are atribe, then we have no difficulry in'discovering'a list of traits

to support our case. Third, the identification of the Lue as a tribe depends, in

part, on their successful presentation of themseives as a tribe. As Moerman

Puts lt:

The question is not 'Who are the Lue?' but rather when, horv and u'hv the

identification 
'Lue' is preferred. (1974: 62)

Moerman adds that this does r?of mean that the Lue are not reallv a tribe or

that they fooled him into thinkrng they were one. Rather their ethnic identitl'

arises in the fact that PeoPie in the area use ethnic identification labels some

of the time when they are talking about each other.

Of course, some of the time is not all the iime. Hence the task of the

ethnographer should be to observe when and r/ethnic identification labels are

used by the participants being studied. Moerman neatly surnmarizes his

argument as follows:

Anthropology [has anl aPParent inabili|v to distinguish between warm . human

bodies and one kind of identification device which some of those bodies sometimes

use. Ethnic identification devices - with their imPortant Potential oi making each

ethnic set of living Persons a iornt enterPrise with countless generations of

unexarnined history - seem to be universal. Social scientists should therefore

describe and analvse the ways in which thev are used, and not mereiv - as naiives

do - use them as explanahons. (1974: 67-8)

So Moerman had changed his research question away from 'Who are the Lue?'

and, therefore, abandoned his research design based on interviews. From no\\'

on, the issue was no longer who the Lue essentially were but rvhen, among

people living in these Thai viliages, ethnic identification labels were invoked

and what were the consequences of invoking them.

Curiousli' enough, Moerman conciuded that, when you looked at the

matter this way, the apparent differences between the Lue and ourseives were

considerablv reduced. For instance, turn-taking in conversation works in

much the same wav among Lue and Engiish speakers. Oniy an ethnocentric
' Westemer might have assumed otherwise, behaving like a tourist craving for

out-of-the-wav sishts.
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Moerman's_study reveals that any attempi to describe things ,as they are,is doomed to failure. Without sor,, perspective or, at the lr".i tuurt, 
"'..i 

ofammating questions, there is nothing to report. Contrary to the view of crude
empiricists, who n,ould denv the relevance of theory to research, the factsnez,er speak for themselr.es.

4.2 IMPUCATfONS: THREE VERSTONS OF
INTERVIEW DATA

Moerman's research points to the way in which idealized conceptions ofphenomena like 'iribes' can, on closer examination, become like a will_o,_the-
n'isp, d.issolvrng into sets of prartices embedded .in particular settings. The

l*:.1"1:gl.:,^tl?:lt 
oJ this for interview data has u"." 

"lrJ"1i*, iy\ -arolvn t taKer.  As she wr i tes:

When we taik about the world we live in, we engage ur the achvity of giving it aparticurar character. Inevitabil" we assiS;n feat're-s ind phu.,o-.nu to it and makeit outto work in a particu.lar wa1,. When we ialk with someone else about the world,we take into account who the other is, what that other person could be presumed
to knoh', 'where' 

that other is in reration to ourself in the world we tilk about.(Baker, 1982: 109)

Here Baker is ques-tioning the attempt to treat interview questions and
answers as passive firiers tow.ards_some truths about people'sidentities (for
instance, as members of a tribe). lnsiead, she is teliirig us, interviewer and
interviewee actively constrLrct some version of the worli appropriate ," *f,"i
we take to be self-evident about the person to whom we are speakrng and the
context of the question.

,-- lif:. 
is raising a number of issues about the siatus of inierview data,

lrlClUdtng:

what is the re.lation between inten,iewees' accounts and the world they
describe? Are such accounts potentiallv ,true, or ,faise, or is neiiher concept
always appropriate to them?
How is the reration between inten iewer and intewiewee to be understood?
ls it governed by standardized techniques of ,good interviewing practice,?
Or is it, inevitably, based on conversati^onal pricfices we all use ii everyday
l l re I

These issues are central to this chapter. shortl1., I will return to how Bakeraddresses them in her own interview studv of adolescents. First, howsver, Iwant to set out three different wavs in -hi.h -ort social scientists wourdanswer Baker's questions.
According to positivism, interview data give us access to ,facts,about the

world rhe primary iss'e is to generate daia which are vaiid and reriabre,
independentlv of the research setting. The main ways to achieve this are the
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random selection of the interview sampie and the adminishation of standard-
ized questions with multiple-choice answers which can be readily tabulated.

According to emotionalism, interviewees are viewed as eiperiencing
subjects who activelv consfruct their social worlds. The primarv issue is tI
generate data which give an authentic insight into peoplers experiences. The
main ways to achieve this are unstrucfured, open-ended interviews usually
based upon prior, in-depth participant observition.

According to constructionism, interviewers and interviewees are aiwavs
actively engaged in construcring meaning. Rather than treat this as standing
in the way of accurate depictions of ,facts, or ,experiences,, how meaning Li
rnutuaily constructed becomes the researcher's topic. Becawe of this, reseaich
interviews are not treated as specially privileged, and other interviews (e.g.
media or professional-client interviews) are treated as of equal interesi.
i.e inten'iews are treated as topics raiher than u, u ,"."u..ti.esource. A
particular focus is on how interviewees construct narratives of events and
people (see Section 5.2) and the tum-by-turn construction of meaning (see the
discussion of conversation analysis in Section 6.3).

These three positions are set out in Table 4.i.. Let me now describe these
three different approaches in greater detail, looking ai the type of knowledge
each pursues and the different research tasks theyiet themselves.

TABLE 4 I Three vers'ons ot' interuiew doto

Stctus o{ doto Melhodoloov
Posil ivism

Emotionolism

Conskuclionlsm

Focts obout behourour oncl Rondom somples
oll'iudes Stondord questions

Tobulotrons

Aulhenl c experiences

Muluol ly conskucled

Unstruclured, open-ended
InleryrewS

Any inieryiew keoted os o

4.3 POSt l tVtSM

In survey research, which is geared to a statistical logic, interview data give
access to 'facts' about the world. Although theie facts include 6oth
biographical information and statements aboui beliefs, ar are to be |.eated as
accounts whose sense derives from their correspondence to a factual realitv.
Where that reality is imperfect.ly represented by an account, checks and
remedies are to be encouraged in order to get a truer or more complete picture
ot how thines stand.

4.3.1 Type of knowledge

Here are the six kinds of topics to which, according to a standard texi on
survey research (Selltiz et a1.,1964), interview questions are addressed. Notice
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how these writers envisage problems and recommend remedies in relation to
each topic.

7 Facts These reiate primariiy to biographical information about the
respondent, to statements from informed sources about the structures,
policies and actions of organizations, and to descriptions of an event or a
community. In this last case, it is possible to weed out 'inaccurate'

descriptions bv comparing different people's statements: 'If respondents
occupying widelv different positions in the community agree on a
staiement, there is much better ground for accepting it as true than if oniy
one of these respondents makes the statement. On the other hand,
contradiciions between the reports of apparently reliable informants
provide important leads for further investigation' (1964: 245).

2 Beliefs about facts tn questions about beliefs or attitudes, no urterpersonal
cross-checking of statements is appropriate. However, Selltiz et al. (i964:
246) point out that it is always important to check first whether the
respondent has any beliefs about the topic in question, otherwise the
researcher may put words inio his mouth.

3 Feelings and motiaes Here, 'because emotional responses are frequently too
complex to report in a single phrase' (1964: 248), Selltiz et al. recomrnend
the use of open-ended questions, aliowing the respondents to choose their
own terms

4 Standard.s of actiotr These reiate to what peopie think should or could be
done about certarn stated situations. Here it helps to iink such standards
to people's experiences. Where someone ha-s actuallv faced a sifuation of
the type described, his/her response is likely to be more reliable.

5 Present or past behaaiour Again, specific questions related to actual rather
than hypothetical situations are recommended.

6 Conscious reasons (tor 1 to 5) Rather than simpiy ask 'Why?', Selltiz et al.
(1964:2531 recommend that the researcher should examine broad classes
of considerations that mat' har,e determined this outcome (e.g. 'the history
of the actor's feeling', or 'the characteristics in a eiven enhty that provoke
a given reactron').

For each of these six topics, the task of the iniervierver is to elicit a body of
facts 'out there' in the world. For positivists, an observation that interview
responses might be an outcome of the interview setting would be heard as a
charge against the reliabilitv of the technique. To the extent that this possibility
arises, checks and remedies are built into the research design. Similarly, for
positivists, the language of the interviewee serves primariiy as an nstrument
for the commurucahon of social or psychological facts.

4.3.2 Research task

The aim of interviews for positivists is to generate data which hold
independentiy of both the research setting and ihe researcher or interviewer.
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One way of achieving this is by attemPting standardized interviews

-onseq.rlr,tty, Selltiz eial. are rather suspicious of unstructured interviews

*il.t ir."y see as inherently unreliable_research rnstruments. Although thev

.ona"a" tiat unstructured or oPen-ended interviews are more flexible than

prescheduled rnterviews and cin allow more rntensive study of perceptions

and feelings, they have inherent problems for Positivists:

The flexibiliW frequently resuits in a lack oi comParability of one interview w.tth

another. Moreover, therr analysis ts more difficult ard tirne-consuming than that

o{ standardized inten'iews. (1964: 264)

Evenmoreimportantforret iabi l i tythanthetlpe.of interviewselected,isthe
,,".a ,o follow a standardized piotocol So Selltiz et al' offer an appendix

" .n , f "a 'TheAr to f ln te rv iewing 'wh ichprov idesaseto f ru lesandtaboos 'lrriu."iu"'"tt should ask each questron pieciseiy as it is worded and in the

same order that it aPPears on the schedule They should not show surprise or

disapproval of an answer, offer impromptu explanations of questions' suggest

oorriii" replies, or skip certain questions' Sirnilarly, Brenner offers a list ot

lrr 
""ia"'.',t 

('basic rules of research interviewing" 1981: 129-30) which are

defended in terms of the necessity of standardizatioru

ln order to ensure ad.equacy of measurement in a data collection programme it.is

of prtmarv rmportance ,o a"att", as much as is possible' the equivalence of the

.tii rlts conditons in the interviews lf these are not equivalent' measurement may

ie biased, ana it may be unwarranted to group responses together for the purposes

of statistical anaiyses (198i: 115)

Although Brenner (1981: 156) is more sceptical than Selltiz et al about the

oroao".i, of obtaimng 
'literal measurement' in the interview situation' the

|i","L"* q"*ed indlates that he shares with them the same statistical and

behaviorrru l is t (orst imulus-response) logic 'Fol lowingthat logic 'hecal ls for
more research on social interaction in interviews as a means of:

improving the quality of research interviews and increasing the degree of socral

aottttol o*t th" rneasurement process' (1981: 156)

Attempt Exercise 4.1 oboul now

4.3.3 The limits of Positivism

For many years, Positivist survey research provided ihe main source of data

for socioiogy. Foi it rtun.", Brenner (1981) reports studies which indicate that'

during tfrii950s, around 90 per cent of ail the.papers in the two leading
'. American socioiogy joumais were based on data derived from interviews and

questronnaires.
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From a critical position, Maseide (1990) summarizes the most significant
premrses of the positiuist approach to interview data. According to positivists:

1 The aim of social science is to discover unknownbut actual social facts or
essent ia l  s .

2 Realify is supposed to be 'out 
there'. Thus it is a matter of findrnq the most

effective and unbiased methods that, as precisely and obiectively as
possible, could brrng out information about this reaiity.

3 The exrstence of typical respondents is explicitly presupposed. These
respondents are implicitly supplied with standardized mental structures
that match the analysi's reasoning and use of language.

,1 Methodological problems are more technical than theoretical or
interpretive (adapted from Maseide, 1990: 4).

As Maseide points out, posihvists' 'belief in standardized forms of interview-
ing relies on an exclusive emphasis on the referential functions of language,
(1990: 9). However, interview responses 'are delivered at different desciipt 

""leveis. The hforrnant does different things with words and stories, (199d: i1).
We will later see that we can extend Maseide's critique of positivism. As

Carolvn Baker's research shov"'s, both informant and interviewer do many'different 
things with words and stories'.

To what extent can we understand ihese 'things' if we switch away from
the standardized interview forms of posiiivism towards more open-ended
lntervrews or even conversations? To answer this question, we must review
the arguments of  emot ional is ts.

4 .4  EMOTIONATISM

For positivists, inter'iews are essentiaily about ascertaining facts or beliefs
out there in the world. Emotionalists switch this focus but onlv slightly.
Their concern is not with obtaining objective ,facts, but with eliiiting
authentic accounts of subjective experience. To do so, emotionalists believe
that interviewers should tn' 'to formulate questions and provide an atmos-
phere conducive to open and undistorted communication, (Holstein and
Gubrium, 7997: 116).

The kev here is to obtain rapport with respondents and to avoid manipuiat-
ing them. So, while positivists regard departure from an interview sch;dule
as a possible source of bias, emotionalists may actively encourage ii. For
rnstance, feminist interviewers are sometimes advised to take the opportunity
to tell their own stories to respondents (Oakley: 1981).

4,4,1 lype of knovvledge

Emotionalist interviewers want to access the subfecf behind the person given
the role of interview respondent, The particular concem is with liaed
cxperience. Emotions are treated as cenkal to such experience.
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An example of this approach wili show what this involves in Practice.
Schreiber (1996) describes an interview study with a snowball samPle of 21

women who identified themseives as having recovered from depression. She

sets out to establish an account of the depression exPerience which, she ciaims,

is 'grounded in the reai world of the participant' (1996: 471). This 'real world',

we are told, contains six 'phases' of '(re)defining the self', each with between

three and five'properties' or'dimensions'.
In this way, the author attempts to Put her readers (and herselfl in touch

with what she calls 'the depression experience' However, as Schreiber points

out, this was a retrospective study, based on what her respondents told her

on belng invited to look back at their past. For instance, as she notes, what she

calls the first phase of this exPerience ('My Self Before') 'is onlv seen uPon

reflechon' ,1996:474).

For positivists, this would cast doubt on the reliability of Schreiber's

data and the validit-v of her claim to access the'depression experience'. But

instead, true to her emotionalist position, Schreiber is less concerned lvith
'bias' than with 'authenticity'. From ihis point of view: 'there is merit in

hearing the women's understandings of the people they were at the time'
(1996:474).

4.4.2 Research tosk

Emotronalists aim to access emotions by describing respondents' inner
experiences, by encouraging interviewers to become emotionally involved
with respondents and to convey their own feelings to both respondents and

readers (see Gubrium and Hoistein, 1997:58).
This means that emotionalists reject the positivist assumPtion that

both interviewer and interviewee are properly treated as 'objects'. Instead,
they depict both as (emotionallf involved) subiects. This is sei out in Table
4.2.

iABtE 4.2 fwo versions of lhe nterview relolionship

Posrtrvrsr l Imolionolism

in leruLewer Obrec, -  IolJowing reseorch

Proloco

Oblect -  reveolrng i lems relevonl

to the reseorch protocol

Subiecl - creoting inleNiew

conlexl

Sub'iecl - compiying wilh or
resrsling definii ion of the siluolion

inleryiewee

If interviewees are to be viewed as subjecis who actively construct the

features of their cognitive world, then one should try to obtain iniersubjective

depth between both sides so that a deep mutual understanding can be

achieved. As Reason and Rowan argue:

Humanistic approaches favour 'depth interviews' in which interviewee and

interviewer become 'peers' or even 'comPanions'. (1981: 205)

9 I



PART TWO METHODs

In this ,humanistic, 
r,,r,::*rt**si,t{:*#::i:1ffi i1"""}::fi:i:,i#il1",*;of the person . . . and I

*:;T:[:'J; "* ",' tffi;t;*ru:,u :, -t :,1:?f 'r # ;:aup,r,ti,u,,o*,";;;:fff.:".lffj,il:tf 
,Sili:X,,iffi:i:5i,T,,,"i,,"jbased on .a sustaiaed relafionshiptetw;il;:

(1980: 109).
For this reason, mos''jj-**i.-,xiiJj.1?:H:lT*:iiffi:ff :'l:::f **ostandard_

125) has oflered tfuee ,"uro* ro. ,rri. pi"r".""- 
'- 'vs' 'l\orman Denzrn (1970:

1 It ailows respondentrz*u,,.*,",1"i"i;:il.j:,ii"l!:,Tl:,x#[Tffi Hiii:#::1"., 
::#1T.1.*spondenrs 

to ,raise r-i,..""i ir."es not contained in the

4.4.3 lhe limits of emotionolism

3_T:P":t.nr* mightseem to be a welcome altemaHversion of intervieis espoused. uy p*roriri. er*;;:,::1ff iffi*".:*'l
;:ti;Hfi HX;::,',*:n1'*t*'r"''^'"'"Io,*t".,u"t*.",'r,-"*u..i
, 

This-'humanistic'position is seductive. It seems to brend a self-evident truthaoout humanitl, with political .orr".rr,"rr'ui."", ,n" need for mufual
ilffi':: 

"-il:and 
diaiogue' H'*"""', ii'r"s,iir",L,". rrrr"s which r want

:iii:i,',H'"iH:il:l;I,f; :T#L?.?:::-:i*iilTi,"",.' the roie of common-sense knowredge, r"hil; 
sctence position

us to conduct und uJyre rnterviews. 
'empathy', 

in allowing

I wili consider each issue rn fum.

Open-endedness
As Hammersiev and Atkins^on (198,3: 1i0-11) point out, rt is somewhat naive
:: i:Xff".'ff,|:i"'1;i:i:1::y''-ai,ecaue int!^t"Ji,,g o .,o, rn itserr a rorm.o"u,.r,*^ui.*ut;ilfr:[ill:i"*r_?j_;nJl:ff :fi J*.::":T
fl lternrgtrve problem f". tf,",ntervieJJffi il: :
:,..,fl :.il,L:_I"#i:ili***ncreate*u",."_#Ji,*illl jit?:Tni
*f 

.::*F:r5s, ruu r"rakfiliil;''*-otrective' stvles or psvchoil;;;;

.,;il"'Ji?#:",:i:*::lT j,:ft T;:';i,lf T,::ili,:+:,j;*:,:t:
92
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positivist approach. Conversely, in certain feminist n'ritings, where value
freedom is rejected, structured interviews are criiicized on political grounds
as maintaining a hierarchicai relationship in research (see Stanley and Wise,
1983).

Humonism
Why are interviews so self-evidently based on an exchange of unique human
experiences? lndeed, may not this self-evident'truth' derive not from social
science but from a widespread cultural assumption?

Think of our fascination with interviews with celebrities on television
news or 'chat shows'. Or consider the way in which sporting events or even
Nobel Prize ceremonies are now rncomplete without 'pre-match' and 'post-

match' interviews. Do ihe latter give us insighis into 'unique' experiences
or do they simply reproduce predictable forms of how it is appropriate
to account for sporting or academic success or failure (see Emmison, 1986;
Mulkay, 1984)?

Only occasionaliy do sportsmen and women resist their depiciion as
heroes or villains. For instance, the British decathlete Dale1' Thompson was
well known for nonplussing the media by producing the 'wrong' account
- claiming he was 'over the moon' when he had failed and 'sick as a parrot'
when he had won. Again, in this vein, a British boxer was recently termed
'arrogant'by a reporter because he had refused to en6iage m the usual pre-
fight sianging match with his next opponent.

This, of course, is the irony. The media aim to deliver us immediate
'personal' experience. Yet what they (we) want is simple repetition of fanriliar
taies. Perhaps this is pari of the posfmodern condition. Mavbe we feel people
are at their most authentic when they are, in effect, reproducrng a cultural
script.

Those approaches rn social sctence which, to some extent, take on board
the media's approach and imply that people's experiences are individually
meaningful and authentic raise many questions. For instance, from whai do
these experiences derive? If vou can see r;niformrfi in even the most intimate
kinds of account, I think there we would see a iob for the social scientist.

The well-meaning'humanistic' social scientist may thus have uncriticaliy
taken on board a common-sense assumption about the immediac.v and
validity of accounts of human experience. This leads to analytic laziness in
considering the status of interview data.

Common sense
Although positivists and emotionalists seek to document different orders of
real i ty (respectively, ' facts'and'emotions'),  there is a surprising degree of
tacit agreement befween them about one issue. Both are aware of 'traps' in
their path which must be overcome if their preferred order is to be properly
documented.

So, in an early texi, Denzin (1970: 133-8) Iists a number of 'problems' which
can'distort' interviewees' responses:
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' fespondents possesslng different interactional rores from the interviewer. 
;1;lT|]". 

of ,self_presentation,, 
especiaily in the 

"^.fy 
,,"g". 

"i,i.. the probiems of ,volatile,, ,fleeting, relationships to which respondentshave littie commitment and so ,can iabricate tales of self that beli. i{ il;facts' (7970:135)

: :l: g.r,ffi,."',y of peneLrating private worlds of experrence. rne relatlve status of interviewer and interviewee. the 'context' 
of the interview (e.g. home, work, hospital).

However, to speak of 'distorhons' 
is to play the positivist's game. For positivistsare equally concerned with'misundersiandings, between rnterviewer andtnterviewee (or respondent.).

bv contrast, interviews can also be seen to possess basic properties of allsocial interaction. These properties deri'e from both parties,employment oftheir evervday, .o-rno.r-r"nre knowiedge of ro.luf *rctures to engage in
*:|_lfll":t,as 

recognizinga questiori una fror,,o,",g an answer which!v,r, ur'Edru ds approp'are. tor a particular identity (see my discussion in5ections 4.7 and 4.9 of the studies b1, Baker and Baruch;. It foilows th;; ,;;properties should be inaestigatcd raiher than treated as a ,problem, 
,,^"ai"ein the way of accurate reporling of ,facts,or,""p".rc.,.u.,.

4.4,4 Emotionalism: summory

For the emotionaiisi, the open_ended interview apparently offers theopportunity for an authentic gaze into the soul of another, or even for a
lllly,,y :*tect.dialogue where researche. ar,.l-.eseo.ched offer mutual
yler*nd.rng and support. The rhetoric of interviewing .in depth, repeatedlvhrnts at such a colrecrion of assumprions. H".. *" ,"" u-ril;"#i;;ffir,"J,romantic impulse in contempoiary social science: the elevation of theexpenentiar as the authentic - theselisame gambit that can make the TV chatshow es ns6'5 interview so appealing.

There are also real methodotogical doubts about tire emotionalist proiectwhich reiate to emoiionaiists'crairirs to depi.itiu '"r*ti"r,trc. 
rearify thev want

ff"tl:::: 
These doubts have been ro.."r,rrrf l*r.","a uy cr,r.i,,_ ur.,J

Do-^we ha'e any evidence of emotion.other than its expressron? Can researchersglve us access to ,real, 
emotion simply.by re_presentiirg or reenactrng subjects,expressiotrs of these emotions?. Do emotions u*i.t 

"pu.i 
t.o* culturallv availablemodes ot expresston? (1997:74, emphasis in original)

Afiempf Exercise 4.2 obout now
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4.5 CONSTRUCTIONISt i^

Whiie positivists acknowledge that interviewers interact with their subjects,
they demand that such interaction should be strictly defined by the research
protocol. Consequently, positivists only become seriously interested in
iflterviewer-interviewee interaction when it can be shown that interviewers
have departed from the protocol (Brenner, 1981).

Converseiy, for emotionalists, interviews are inescapably encounters
between subfects. As Norman Denzin has put it:

I wish to treat the intervies' as an observational encounter. An encounter.. .
represents the comlng together of two or more persons for the purpose of focused
inieractron. (1970: 133)

What distinguishes constructionists from emotionalists is the former's aftemPt
to treat what happens in what Denzin terms 'focused interaction' as a topic in
its own right, not as something which can stand in the way of 'autheniic'

understanding of another's experience. This has a direct impact on the tyPe
of knowledge which constructionists want to access.

4.5.1 Type of knowledge

Accounts are not simply representations of the world; they are part of the world
they describe. (Hammersley and Atkinson, 1983: 107)

Emotionalists help us to see that rnterviewee respondents are active sense-
making subjects. However, they persist in the positivist rhetorrc in which
accounts are 'simply representations of the world'. By contrast, construc-
fionists are interested in documenting the way in which accounts 'are part
of the world they describe'.

What does this mean in practice? The type of knowledge we are concerned
with here is how interview participants actively create meaning. This lies
behind Holstein and Gubrium's idea of 'the active interview':

Construed as active, the subiect behind the respondent not only holds facts and
details of experience, but, in the very process of offering them up for response,
constructively adds to, takes away from, and transforms the facts and details.
The respondent can hardlv 'spoil' what he or she rs, in effect, subjechveiy creahng.
(7997:1.77\

The implication is that methodology texts which advise on 'good' interview
technique should only be taken seriously if we are positivists. If not, we need
to recog'nize thai the skills involved in bringing off a successful interview are
shared by both interviewer and inierviewee. Ultimately, whatever these
methodology texts say, both are drawing upon shared properties of common-
sense knowledse.
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The eariiest attempt to set out this version of interview data was made by
Cicourel (1964). For Cicourel, previous advice about good interview technique
offers a revealing insight into our dependence on everydav knowledge of
social structures. As he writes:

The subtleties which methodologists introduce to the novice interviewer can be
read as properties to be found rn the everyday interaction between members of a
society. Thus the principles of'good and bad interviewing'can be read as basic
features of social interaction which the social scientist presumably is seeking to
study. (1964: 68)

For Cicourel, the rernedies recommended bv methodologists derive from the
very knowledge of the social world whiih should be made problematic.
Moreover, the 'errors' thev detect are not really obstacles io social research
but rather exhibit basic properties of social interaction. We must learn, he
suggests, to 'conceive of the error as evidence not only of poor reliability but
also of "normal" interpersonal relations' (1964:74).

Cicourel parallels Garfinkel's (1967) ethnomethodology with its awe at
the 'amazrng, practical accomplishment' of research frndings. For Garfinkel
and Cicourel, such findings are reflexivelv linked to everyday procedures
for 'looking' and 'finding'. Ironicalty, this makes Cicourel full of praise for
methodologv texts like Hyman (1954), which is dubbed 'exceilent' on two
occasions (Cicourel, 1964:85,93). The irony arises because he wants to utilize
their desired success in achieving a degree of invariance not as a resource but
as a topic:

In spite of the problem of interviewer error, 'somehow' different interviewers with
different approaches produce(d) similar responses from different subiects. The
question then becomes one of determining what was invaliant or, more precisely,
how were invariant meanings communicated despite such variations. (1964: 75)

For Cicourel, there is no distinction between the practical skills of method-
ologists, researchers and interviewers. All are uniformly concemed with what
ire calls 'the sr.rrcfuoruzation of meaning'. All use 'rules of evidence' deriving
from a single conceptuai scheme based on assumed common relevances-,
stocks of knowledge, typifications, recipes, rules for managing one's presence
before others, and so on. These shared 'commonsense devices for making
sense of the environment' (1964:100) are presupposed in conducting or
analvsing interviews. We must, therefore, leam to 'conceive of the error as
evidence not only of poor reliability but also of "normal" interpersonal
relations' (1964:74).

4.5.2 Research t.ask

Cicourel's position derived from ethnomethodology, an approach we
have already encountered in earlier chapters of this book (mosf notably in
Chapter 3).
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Constructionists share ethnomethodologists' focus on how peoPIe assemble

senseinsi tuat ionsl ikeinterv iews.This isSeeninHolste inandGubr ium,S
constructionist account of 

'the active intervtew':

Respondents' answers and comments are not viewed as reality reports delivered

horn u fi*.a ..pository. lnstead, they are considered for the ways that they construct

asoects of reality in collaboration with the interviewer' The focus is as much on the

assembiy process as on what is assembled' (1997: L77)

However, most constructlonists also want to Preserve a concern with it'Lnt

interviewees are saylng as well as with hozu they get to say it' So Holstein and

Gubrium contmue:

The goal i.s to show now interview responses are produced *.'l" trttit-1t,':"-1

betw"een interviewer and respondent, without losing sight .of 
the meantngs

produced or the circumstances that condition the meanhg-makrng Process rlre
'analytic 

objective is not mereiy to describe the situated production of talk, but to

show how what is being said relates to the exPeriences and lives being studied

(1997:127)

Bv reinstatrng a relerence io 
'the experiences and lives being studied" some

;ih";;;;i"iogists might say that Holstein and Gubrium are taking us b.aek

to the emotionaiist Posltlon. The issue of whether rnterview data can tell us

a.,vthir,e bevo.td the Iocal construction of meaning is verv much alive todav'

iii'""a, ?" two very different criticisms of how constructionists rvant to treat

rrtervlews.

4.5,3 Criticisms of construclionism

Norrowness
A,itf'rorrgn the constructionist critique of both positivism and emotionallsm

;;y;;?"". to be convincing, its own Position seems to have Problems and

in.t.riiit"rr.i"r. Cicourel's'ethnomethodological concern with the basic

frope*ies of social interaction wouid seem to a""y,:.!",,::lii.^tl.-::",1:'::

ir,tu*i"* data as saying anything about any other realiry than the rntervren

itself.- 
n.r-,, ri-pty, ^anv interview researchers would complaLn thlt{::,|?Y

Cicourel's ethnomethodologically inspired Position' we would srmPly rocus-

on the conversational skilJot tto puititip*ts rather than on the content of

what thev are saying and its reiation to the world outside the interview'

Two responses have been made to this criticism' Those sympathetic to

ethnomethodoiogy argue that such content is oniy to be found through how

it is made availuUle Uy-Ure patticipants to an inierview Therefore' by focustng

;1;;;1t;" the co-proiuction of interview talk, we can say a great deal about

conte;t without importing our own sense of what content is important (see

Schegioff, 1997).
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. 
By contrast, many constructionists accept that there is some justification

for the alleged 'narrowness'of 
ethnomethodology and claim that it is possible

to combine a concem with both form (how?) and content (what?). Hoistern
and Gubrium have been the principar exponents of this posirion, craiming that
it is necessary to treat interview data as reporting on both whit they ,uil t oi
and zuhnt questions.

1l 
u prgl_".] on the quality of care and quality of life of nursing home

residents (Gubrium, 1997), intervien' responses were, in part, analysed to
address 'what' 

questions. Here the researcher attempted to:

iink. . the topic-s to biographical particulars in the interview process, and thus
prodnce . . . a subject who responds to, or is affecied by, the matters under
discussion. (Holstein and Gubrium, 1997:127)

But such a focus ou'what 'd id not ,  i t  was c la i rned,  mean that .how,quest ions
were neglected:

The standpoint from which information is offered is continually developed
in relatron.to ongoing inter'iew interaction. In speaking of the quality of care,
tor example, nursing home residents, as interview respondents, not only oifer
substantive thoughts and feelings pertinent to the topic uncler consideration, but
simultaneouslv and continuousry monitor who they are in reration to the person
questioning them. For exampre, pr€racmg her remaiks about the quaritv oi life in
her facilitv with the statement ,speaking as a woman,, a nursing home resident
informs the inten'iewer that she is to be heard as a woman, not as someone else -
not a mere resideni, cancer paiient, or abandoned mother. (1997: I22)

So, in what Holstein and Cubrium call ,the 
active interview,:

data can be anaiyzed to shon'the dvnamic interrelatedness of the zurrnrs and the
Itozos. (7997:127, emphasis in originai)

lnconsistency?
Holstein and Gubrium's answer to the charge of ,narrownes-s, 

leaves them
open to a different criticism. Aren't,what,questions precisely the concems of
emotionalists and positivists? If so, aren't constructionists who want to use
rntervie'rv data to answer such questions simplv taking us back to earlier
positions?

This is an important and complex issue with no easv answer. So that my
readers can try to mak-e up their own minds, most of the rest of this chapte'r
will.be used to give telling exampres. Each example takes a different posi'tion
on the appropriateness of using interview dataio answer ,what, 

questions.
The first two studies derive from interviews with adolescents.
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4 . 6  A D O T E S C E N T C U T T U R E S : C O M B I N I N G
/ W H A T ' A N D ' H O W '

iodv Miller and Barry Glassner (1997) describe a study involvrng in-dePth'
'.o;"-""a"a 

rnterviews with young women (aged 13 to 18) who claim affilia-

iin *itf. vouth gangs in their communities (Milier, 1996). These interviews

fotto* ti-t" .omii"tion of a survey interview administered by the same

reseatcher.
Here is how they describe the purposes of each form of data:

While the survey interview gaihers information about a wide range of toPics'

including the individual, heischool, friends, family, neighborhood' d9]tnquent

rnvolverient, arrest history, sexual history, and victimization' rn addition to

irrlormationabouttheg.ng,th"in-dePthinten,iewisconcernedexclusiveiywith
the roles and activitieJof yo.,ng women in youth gangs' and the meanings tttey

describeasemergurgfromtheir"gangaffiliation'(MillerandGlassner'1997:105)

So far lr-'tiller and Glassner are focusing on how we can use interviews to

i*a".rl""a the meaning of these young women,s icientiiy (w.hai Hclsteh and

Gubrium call 'how' questions ). io see how this wprks out in practice' let us

fo.r, on the data thai Miiler obtained from her in-depth interviews This is

one example:

Describing why she johed her gang, one young woman told Miller' 'well' I didn't

get uny .*pe.i at home i wan"ted to get some love and resPect from somebody

somewhere else' . (7997: 107\

Here is another respondent's explanation of why she joined a gang:

'I didn't have no family . . I had nothirr' else.' (7997:107)

Another voung $,oman, when asked to speculate on why young people join

gangs, suggested:

'Some of 'em are like me, don't have, don't really have a bastc home ot steady home

to go to, vou know, and they don't have as much iove and resPect ln the home so

thi want to eet ii elservhere. And, and, like we get, have family members n gangs

o, ihut *"." i gangs, sruff like that' (1997: 107)

Let us assume that you have gathered these data and norr' want to begin

analysis. Put at its starkest, what are you to do with it?

ln line with the positivist or emoiionalist approach' you mav.start.bv

coding respondents'- answers into the different sets of reasons that they give

for pirticipation in gangs (perhaps using qualitative softvvare Programs
such as ET^HNOGRAPH o. NUO'iSl; see Seaie, 2000)' From these data' two

reasons seem to predominate: 'push' factors (unsupporhve famiiies) and 'puil'

factors (supportive gangs).

98
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Moreover, given the availability of survey data on the same respondents.
you are now in a position to correlate each factor with various baikgrounj
characteristics_that they have..This seems.to set up vour research ii gooJ
shape. Not onJy can you search for the'subjectiveimeanings of adoleicent
gangs/ vou can relate these meanings to .obiective,sociai 

strrictures.
Both positivist and emotiona-list approaches thus have a high degree of

plausibility to social scientists who theorize the world in terms Jr tr,"I*pu.t
of (objectrve) social structures upon (subjective) dispositiot r. Moreouer, th.
kind of research outputs that it seeks to deriver are piecisely those d"**d"J
by 'users' in the community, seeking immediate practical payoffs from sociai
science research.

Caliing their approach a 'methodology for listening,, Miller and Glassner
are centrallv concemed with emotionalism's desLre to 'see . . . the world from
the-perspective of our subjects' (Giassner and Loughlin, 19g7 : 37).

However, Milier and Glassner (7997:1034) are not entirerv satisfied by the
apparent plausibility of emotionalism. Thev now move in a social constuc-
tionist direction. For them, this involves thinling about how thei. ,urpo^du.L
are using culturally available resources in order to consfruct their siories. As
Richardson suggests:

Participation in a culture includes participation m the narratives of thai culture, a
general understanding of the stock of meanings and their relationships to each
other. (1990:24)

How, then, can the data above be read in these terms? The idea is to see
respondents'answers as cultural sfories. This means examining the rhetorical
force of what interviewees say, as:

interuiewees deploy these narratives to make their actions explainable and
mderstmdable to those who otheruise mav notunderstand. (Milleiand Glassner,
L997:107)

In ihe data alreadv presented, Miller and Glassner note that respondents
make their actions understandable in two wavs. First, they do not;ttempt to
challenge pubiic views of gangs as bad. But, second, they do challenge the
notion that the interviewee herself is bad.

However, Miller and Grassner noie that not all their respondents glibly
recycle conventional cultural stories. As thev put it:

Some.of the young women go farther and describe their gang involvement in ways
that directly challenge prevailing stereotypes about langs as groups that aie
inherently bad or antisocial and about femiles roies witiin gangs. (1997: 10g)

Here are some of the respondents,accounts that they have in mind:

'It was really, it was just normal life, the only difference was, ls, that we had
meehngs.'

too
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'IWe] ptay cards, smoke.bud, play domrnoes' play video gan'Les That's basically all

we do is play You *o.tro on 
""ptlsed' 

This is a-bunch of big kids lt's a bunch of

big old l,jds in mY set' (1997: 109)

In accounts like these, Miller and Glassner argue that there is an explicit

;;i;g. to what the interviewees know to be popular beliefs about vouth

I""gt. i"tt""a of accepting the conventional definition of their behavtour as

[.""iu"t', the girls attempt to convey the normalcy of their achvities
- 

ifr"r"'"ut#tives directly challenge stereotypical -cultural 
stories of the

gang. Following Richardson, Miller and Glassner refer to such accounts as

'collective storles wtucn:

resisi the cultural narratives about groups of people and tell alternahve stories

(Rrchardson. 1990: 25)

Miller and Giassner's sensitive address of the narrative forms fron which

perspectives arise.suggests that inierview analysis can' as Holstein and

Gubrium suggest, be useo to answer both 
'whai' questions (concemed with

ia""iiryl uni'iho*' questions (concerned with matters such as narratrve

constructlon).

4.7  MEMBERSHIP WORK IN ADOLESCENT-ADULT TALK

Carolyn Baker's (1982) work shows another wav of analyst"g tl:"tli"^it,

*itf, #oi"r.".rts. Baker's research is based on her comparative studres or

interviewswithteenagersinCanadaandAustral ia.LikeMil lerandG]assner,
her initial concem was to use her interviews to learn about how adolescents

see themselves relative to children and adults'

However, she soon saw that the participants themselves were constructing

a version of adolescent-adult relations for each other' As she puts it:

at the same time as these passages contan comnlent about adolescent-adult taik'

they are rnstances 'n"""1"' of adoiescent-adult talk They are conversations

between a researcner wno could commonsensicallv be understood to be arl aduli'

;; ;;;t";t who could sl^itu'ty be describable is adolescents' given their age

(1982: i1 l )

For Baker, then, it became increasinglv clear that the question'l^,*f"liill

do adoiescents perceive their identity?' is loaded and unhelpfui'-Instead' she

oreiers to addiess the'how' quesiion: how do people iocally construct

particular identities?
To show how Baker Proceeds, let us take iust one extract from one of her

interviews (Extract 4.1) Uniike the data given for the previous study' note

howBaker'sextractslnfomusaboutboth-intervieweeandinterviewer'sialk'

t 0 l
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Exhact 4.1 (Baker, 1984:316)
(P = Pam, aged 14; I = interviewer)

I I Lie 
there any ways in which_vou consider yourself to still be partly a child?

2 P: Wel1, I like to watch TV and. uh.
3 I: Well, adults do that
4 P: Yeah, I still read ihe comics ((laugh))
q I  Adul ts do that
6 P: That's about, onlv thing I can think of

I:,"1"1 
I assigns p to a place berween childhood and adulthood 0ine 1) and

now l'enrers mto the discussion in these terms. Moreover, as Baker (1gg4:317t
notes, in lines 3 and 5, I heats as invaiid p's nominated instances oi,childisr,j
behaviour. B,v-showing that a valid response would involve a"pictinn
something exclusive to children, I proceeds on ihe basis ttrt,,iii,"r*i
child-adolescent overlap .ur, prop"rly arise fteing 

,partlv 
a 

"f.iia;l,.iifi_aduit overlap constitutes an unicceptaLre answer. Tie intervie-.o.tir,rru. 
",in Extract 4.2.

Extract 4.2 (Baker, 1984: 317)
(/ / = overlap)
7 I: Do vou notice any leftovers-ofrhildhood rn your personality?
8 P: Well, my food tastes ha'e all changed dlfferently, like L.."d to hutu lot,
9 of things, now I like most, almost everything. I used to really hate

10 vegetables, and now I,d rather have vegetab-les thm anything elsel
11 And um, when I was a child, I used to really be worried about what I
72 iookedl ikeandthatarnowidon,t , Idon, t real ly  care. I lpeop/ /
13 I: / / You really don't care?
14 P: Pe, I don't care what people think, I just, think well I like this, and if no
15 one else does, that,s too bad
1 6 I: At what pomt were vou, so terrible self conscious about your appearance?

Baker draws our attention to the way in which I picks up and pursues the
topic of P's feelings about her appearance, while piying no attention to what
P savs about vegetabres. In thisway, she shows i, tlhut h"r tastes rn food are
not.entirely compatible with I's attempt to depict overlaps between childhood
and adolescence. As Baker suggests:

by doing this, Ithe interf iewer] shows pam how adolescence should be done in the
rnten'iew. While Pam's ,vegetable 

eating, is passed by, her ,noi caring, about her
appearance becomes the basis for an identity rich puzzle and soh-ihon whose

Ljr::: 
by the interviewer binds this activity to her category ,adolescence,, (19g4:

J l l - 1 6 t

Anssi Periikyi?i (personal correspondence) has also pointed out that I,s fust
question, in both extracts, heats p as a subject who might be puzzled by her
idenhty. This can amount to treatin gp as a non-chird (because children are not
supposed to have that kind of self-consciousness about their identity) and

::;"to""""rtt 

as a non-adutt (because adults are not supposed to be puzzled
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aboutwhotheyare).So,straightoff, Iconsti tutesPasneitherchi ldnoradult
(i.e. as an'adolescent').'"Hi"io.rm 

on whai the interviewer is doing is very different from other

^pp.ou.he, to interview data. Positivists treat the interviewer as a possible,

r5it." 
"f 

Ui"t, and emotionalists may make assumptions about the role of

L^putttv' or 'poiitical dominance' in interviews' However' social construc-

,iooir,r fif" Baicer, who focus on'how' questions, must address' without prior

conceptions, the actual interpiay between the interviewer and the interviewee'

fr.lor"irr"r, nuter goes further tlhan Giassner and Miller by treating matters of

;il""ti,y, as only"available through the ways it is iocaliy constituted by all

parties.t-Buku.', 
analysis draws upon an ?rpproach (Harvey Sacks's membership

.";;;;;;;" ievice anulysis) that wiil be. presented in Section 5'4' For the

ilori".,t, *" r,"ed only note that membership categorization devices (MCDs)

areusedbyparticipantstogrouPiogethercoilectionsof,simiiar,identitiesor
lut"gori"rl etlu .ui"go.y iJa poiential member of more than one MCD One

fr4Cb *tu, canbe he-ari in these attemPts to positionpeople as'children"
'adolescents' or'adults' is'stage of iife''

Stage of life is addressed u}' fam and the interviewer in both the extracts

abovelFirst, in Extract 4.1, in the exchanges betweeir line 1 and 6' I requests

andPattemptstoprovideasetofactivi t ieshearabieasboundtothecategory
;stili partly^a chiid'. I's comments at lines 3 and 5 now may be heard.as

uiu"ii"gio the unclear cateSory bounding of activities such as 'watching

W; 
". 

;t!"a-g comics'. Simifirlf, I's pursuit of P's comment about her looks

makes sense iriterms of the assoiiutiott b"t*""n the way in which the activity
'being concemed about one's aPPearance' is category-bound to the category
'adolescent'.

Second, the hierarchical relationship between each of these stage of life

categories, isattendedtobybothspeakers.Forinstance,inExtract4,2,Iuses
the ierm ,leftovers, to describe elements ieft behind from childhood, whiie

P describes her'non-childlike' self in terms of greater independence and

-"Jti,y. By reporting her activities in this way' P can be heard to be acting

more like an adult than a child'
Most stage of iife categories are mutualiy exclusive' i'e' you are either an

'adult' or a 'child'but, usualiy, cannot be boih ut tht t"*e time' Hence to refer

to an'adult's'behaviour ut '.hildith' is hearable as quite a Powerful charge'

People recognizable as 'adoiescents' may, therefore' want to set uP a

m.rtuuil1' excluli'ue framework between such categories' ln Extract 4'2' notice

how Pam makes a sharp distinction between the past ('when i was a child')

and the present (when she has more'adult' qualities)'

At ihe same time, as Baker notes:

'adolescence' can be made to overlaP with 'childhood' or 'adulthood' by

discoverng 'childness' or 'adultness' in the 'adolescent' (i984: 303)

. The interviewer,s question about 'leftovers' (Extract 4.2, iine 7) depends

preciselv on the availability of this sense of overlap' Indeed' PeoPIe can use
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both 'childness'or adultness'as simurtaneous descriptions of the ,adoiescent,.
Indeed, as Baker notes, 'this is a classic ,,problem of adolescence,,, (it;;, i;j
to be found in everyday life just as mu.h 

"s 
rn this intemew

It is worth noting how Baker's.anaiysis departs from positivist approaches
to rnterview data. According to this approach:

1 Standardized sets of questions are part of ,good interview practice,,
oesrgned to ensure that the intewiew is a reliabre research instrument, free
from interviewer error.

2 Any similarities in interviewees' answers are to be expiained in terms of'face-sheet 
variables' (e.g. sociai ciass, gender. ethnicity) external to the

hterview context.

Conversely, Baker shows that:

1 standardized questions (and folrow-up questions) derive their sense
from commonly ar.ailable conceptions ibout people,s U"t uuiorr. 1t"r.,..,
whatever 'scientific' character they have buitds .rpon common_sense
knowledge about how the everyday social world operates.

2 similar answers relate to the 'rterviewees' skils in deproying shared
knowledge about this shared social world.

The contrast is very clear. \4trhile many interview sfudies define the'approach
by technical criteria and treat 'society' simpiy as an extemal sociar ruct, guk",
shows how &offt interviewer and interviewee rely upon their conversationar
skills and corunon-sense knowledge of sociai stiuctures in order to produce
Iocailv'adequate'utterances. The iormer approach can be characterized as
interview-as-technique; the ratter can be cared the interview-as-rocal-
accomplishment. This is shown in Table 4.3.

I N T E R V I E W S

contexts of social interaction, the intewiew-as-local-accomplishment approach

"naou.rg", 
us to study the skills used as the parties construct identities and

move between them.

iiAttelnpt Exercise 4.3 oboui now

4.8  MORAT TAIES OF PARENTHOOD

i will give a final example of how we can treat the interview-as-local-

u..orrriiith*.t t. The example is taken from a study of 'parenthood' which

adopti a similar approach to Bakerls discussion of the 'adult-adolescent'

reiationshiP 
re wav in which herOne oflhe striking asPects of Bakei's data rs tf

interviewees, account"s have recurrent features in common. This paralleis

Baruch's (1982) comments about studies of Parents' resPonses to different

congenital illnesses in their children.
lVhen parents of handicapped children are first interviewed, they often

offer 'atrbcity' stories, usualiy about the late discoverl' or inadequate

heatment of ihei:r child's condition. It is tempting to comPare what they say

with observations of what has happened and with medical workers' accounts.

However, as Baruch (1982) notes, such a comparison is based on the positivist

assumption that interview resPonses are to be valued primarily because of

their aicuracy as objective statements of sets of events Conversely, we might

address the moral forms that give force to 'atrocity' stories, whatever their

accuracv. Right or wrong, biased or unbiased, such accounts display vividlv

culturaf particulars about the rnoral accountabilitv of parenthood

Baruci begins by looking at data extracts from Burton's (1975) study of

parents of chlldren with cystic fibrosis. ln Extract 4.3, one such parent tells

about an early experience at a baby clinic.

Extract 4.3 (quoted by Baruch, 1982: Appendix Z\
Parent: I went to the baby clinic every week She would gain one pound one. weet

and lose it the next. They said I was fussing unnecessarilv Thev said there

were skinny and fat babies and I was fussLng too much I went to a doctor

and he gave me some stuff and he said 'You're a young mother' Are you

,,rr" yoit won't Put it in her ear instead of her rnouih?' It made me feei a

fool

Baruch compares this data extract with another from hrs own studl'' as in

Extract 4.4.

Extract 4.4 (Baruch, 1982: Appendix 2' 1)

Parent: When she was boin, they told me she was perfectlv all right And I

accepted it. I worried about her which most mothers do, you know Worry

about their first child.
Int: Hm

TABLE 4.3 Two versions ot' intervtew cioro
verston ol  in lerytew Gueslions Answers
lnteryrewslechnique

InleryreWs' locoI

occomplishmenl

Iechnicol  crr ter io Rellectrespondents pioce
1e.9. prelesttng oi queshons] In the socrol struciure

Common-rense knowiedge oi scc o] srucrures used to produce
odequote ulleronces

[e.g. io produce o heorobie {e g tc produce onswers
questron ol  on oppropriote whjch de|ne morol lv
locorronj ooe:uc.e rcenlrrp.

. 
From the point of view of interview-as-local_accomplishment, interview

data are not 'one side of the picture, to be balanced by observation of what

i::p.^"^1d"T :.tuaily 
do, or to be compared with what iheir.ole pu.t,eis say.lnstead, such data show. how participants sensitivell, reproduce a.rdrearticuiate identities within the intervilw. Although such iientities (e.g.

young person, mother) undoubtedly exist outside the interview in the mariy
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Parent: she wouldn't eat and different thrngs. And so I kept takhg her io the clinic.
Nothing wrong with her my dear. you,re iust mak'ing yourself . .-.worrying mecessarily, you see.

Despite the different ilinesses, there are striking similarities ii the content of
what.each mother is saying. Both mothers report their concern about the
baby's eating habits. Both complain that the ilinic doctor dismissed their
worries as groundless.

Nonetheless, Baruch notes that each account is rreated very differently by
each researcher. More specificallv:

Burton treats her findings as an accurate report of an extemal event and argues that
parents'earlv enco,nters with medicai personnel can cause psychorogicaidamaee
to the parents as well as lasting damage to the relationshrp with doltors. on tieother hand, I see parents' tark as a situated account aimed it dispiaying the status
of morally adequate parenthood. ln this instmce, the display is p.oa,icea fy tfretelling of an atrocity story. (Baruch, 19g2: Appendix 2, 2)

If we return to Table 4,3, we can find the basis for this difference of approach.
Burton treats parents'answers as deriving from the social strucfure of'mother-
doctor interactions, coupred with a given psychological rearitv to ao *itn
parents' feelings of guilt and responsibility. For Burton, then, the interview is
a technique used by social scientists to get closer to such ,facts,.

. Conversely, Baruch is arguing that mlthers are trading on corunon-sense
knowiedge of 'what everyone kt ows, about the concemJ of young mothers.
Treating the interview as a locar accomplishment, he invites us to sie how the
construction of an 'atrocity story, is an effective way for mothers to display
their moral responsibi_lifv.

It might appear that durton and Baruch are offering competbrgversionsof
mothers' behaviour. Burton_ scrms to be stressing the" mothers;goodwill in
difficulf circumstances, while B_aruch appears toLe offering u *"or" .yrri.ul
a.ccount_which seems to argue thai mothers are mainly concerned with how
they will look in the eves of others. However, it muit be stressed that, for
Baruch at least, the two accounts are not competitive.

This is because Baruch is not treahng what his mothers terl him as either
true or false accounts of what actually happened to them when they took their
babies to the clinics. Consonant wiih his view of these interviews as ,rocal
accomplishments', he is instead focusing on how, in telling their story to a
stranger, mothers skilfully produce demonstrably ,m&aily adequate,
accounts.

Notice how, in both extracts, the mothers, report that their babies had
e.afing problems prior to the disease diagnosis specificaly implies and contradicts
the possible identity 'mother who did noi monitor hei baby sufficiently,.
SgtpJ:d 

with their reports that doctors had, at first, played down their feais,
:Ts,etlectjvely 

produces the identity of ,mother who thoroughJy monitored
ner baby but was spurned by the doctor,.
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. So Baruch is asking about th e t'unctions of the mothers' accounts rather than

;cus-ti.g dorrut on thelr motives. He is not competing *uh_Ylit 
::l::l::1:

iffiiin" .l"irf,'o?,"i,"t },uppens in mother-doctor encounters because he is

,'efirsins to treat ntervle*ui,' ut"ot*tt as simple reporfs on such an extemal

realitY.'"? 
lnything, however, Baruch's analysis offers a more human account of

tir. .upl.iti.! of his. respondents' While Burton's mothers' resPonses seem

determined by soclal and PSychologicai structures' Baruch reveais that human

subjects actively partrcrpate in the construction of social and psychological

realities'- 
So iu., however, we have been depending on brief extracts to show hor'r'

,l'rl-i* u^utyris works. As I shali argue in Chapter 8' a danger of depending

on suci"r e*t ucts is that one can use theim to supPort a Preconceived argument

iather than to test rt'
Baruch (1982) overcomes such dangers by fwo effective sbategies:

r tabulating many cases
r investigating deviant cases'

Let me briefly review each strategy in tum'-- 
Baruch used only the parentr, ii.,itiult.rpor,r.s to the interviewel's oPemng

qr;;;' 
'a;."uli youlust teil me the story?'Iollowing Sacks' Baruch was

interested in the membership categorization devices (MCDs) empioyed by

t"ro""i""". The MCDs ,t,"d bybut"th's parents were mainly 'Parent"

lJiJ; u"a'medical professional'' Baruch then tabulated these responses n

;;, ;;"tt of MCbs His anaiysisshowed that these MCDs were grouped

* 
""rio* 

p"lts at different parts of the account according to who had a duty

towards the other (e.g. parent-child, professional-parent)

Table 4.4 indicates the pairs identified' In each caie' the categoy T*'i"i:1
first is described by the parent as having an impiied duty towards tne secono

categorY.

Coiegorres Number 96

Porenlthild
Porenl-protessionol
Prolessionol-child
Professionol-Porenl

to to

5 l
28
t o
5

100

r60
86
49
t 6

3 1 r

Source: Boruch. lgS2 ApPendix 2, lZ

Baruch notes that earlier studies (e g' Voysey' 1975) have stressed the

oerceived importance of parentai responsiYbilities towards their children. Tabie

i.4 supports ihis finding, showing that:
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Parent--child norrns are central to parents' accounts md, on thei.r own, amount to
all the other norms put together. Thus, when parents provide an account of their
responses, they are heard to attend to their duties, rights and obirgations towards
their child, even though they might have been expected to q5nphasise the medicai
aspects of ther child's career, e.g. professionai-child relationships. (Baruch, l9g2:
Appendix 2, i8)

ln Sacks's terms, each of these pairs of MCDs impiies corunon expectations
about what sort of activities are appropriate. For instance, the parent-<hild
pairing implies a standard obligation of parental responsibilify such that we
can describe the collection'parent-child' as a standardized relational pair
(SRP).

Looking iust at the SRP'parent-<hild', Baruch finds the kinds of activities
described in the interviews to be as shown in Table 4.5.

TABLE 4.5 Poren,-c\Jd o: ; i , , , 'e ,
Type ol octivi l,
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the method of deviant-case analysis, uses them to refine his analysis' The

most important deviant case is discussed briefiy below-Onese to fPa ren t s ,whenasked to te l l t he i r s t o r y , r esPondeden t i r e \ ' . i n

terms of descriptions of what medical professionals had done for their child

ih.y mudu no mention of their own emotional responses' or of their own

actiors as Parents. Exkact 4.5 gives a brief taste of their resPonse'

Extract 4.5 (Baruch, L982: Appendix 2, 28)

1 Parent: Well ihe story reallv started with hrm going in for a minor oP last vear

2 and the anaesthetist just er invesiigations discover a murmur wnlcn.

3 she wasn't very happy about and referred us to a paediatrician atter the

4 oP who agreed that if was an unusual sight and um murmurs are

5 commonPlace reailY'

6 int: um
7 Parent: But on the sight and nature of it, it sort of wanied further lnveshgatlon

While Baruch's other interviews contained several descriptions ot Parent-

child SRPs, they are totally absent here where the tale is told simply in terms

of professional-child activities. lf vou compare this extract lvith the ones €i1ven

eaiiier, the absence here of references to Parents' worries is quite strikirrg'

Baruchsuggeststhat thekeytounderstandingthisdeviantcasel ies inthe
oarent,s statement on lines 4-5 that 'murmurs are commonplace reallv'. As

i u .tot"t, this involves:

the use of a tecMical language . . . whuch is never heard in other Parents accolrnts

at this stage of the chiid's career. (1'982: Appendix 2, 29)

It turns out that ihese parents are themselves medical professionals.and are

treating the rnterviewer's question as a requesi for a reasonablv 
'obiective'

u..o'rni of events seen from a medical Point of view This'deviant case' thus

higi l ightsthewayinwhich, forparentswi thout thesemedica]resourceS,the

"f""Jt 
for a story is heard as an opportunitir to displav that one is still an

adequate Parent.
f*o pointt of clarification perhaPs need to be made' First' this extract rs

being vilwed as deviant purelv rn a statistrcal sense' As Baruch argues:

we are not viewing [the parent's] account as deviant rn terms of pre-concetved

assumptions about"what constitutes adequate parenthood Rather' the claims we

u." -uki.,g about its status are based on a comparison of the considerable

differences between its normahve character and that of ihe rest of the sample' As

Strong (1979) has argued, such limiting cases are extremelv valuable rn illuminating

consistent features of social life (1982: Appendix 2,30)

The second point derives from this: it might be suggested that Baruch is

arguing that ihe occuPation of these parmts is the cause of why they give thelr

aclouni in this way. i1 so, Baruch would be treating the interviewees' account

as stemmi-ng from their Place in the social structure and, thereby' be reverting

to a versiorrof the interview-as-technique (see Table 4'31'

Numbei

Emolionol responses to the chiid s i lness ono
lreormenl

Acllon token in reloiion to lhe child's rrrress

Toking responsibil iry for lhe child's i l tness

Showing knowledge obout lhe child's oevelopment
and ll iness

Toiol

t 0 r o3

24

o

r 0 0

3 8

r l

t 0

r6c
Source Boruch, 1 982: Appendtx 2, Toble 3

We see from Table 4.5, as Baruch puts it, that:

One of the central ieatures of these stories is the way parents appeal to their
emotionalifv as a normal, moral response of anyone I'ho is in their situation. (1982:
Appendix 2,21)

This emotional response (described in 63 per cent of all such descriptions of
parents and children) appears to set the backdrop for the other accounts of
action taken (24 per ceni) in the context of responsibility (7 per cent) and
knowledge (6 per cent). Thus parents describe their relationship to their
chiidren as primarily grounded in emotion but leading to achons embodying
the more cognitive dimensions of responsibilitv and knowledge.

Using such tabu]ations, Baruch demonstrates that the construction of what
he calls 'moral tales' (see also Baruch, 1981) is not iust an isolated feature of
one or two extracts but runs throughout his corpus of data. lVhen grounded
on MCD analysis, Baruch's tabulation of data is possible without vioiating
the recognition of the interview as a situated encounter.

Nonetheless, as in all dataseis, there are always exceptions. As already
mentioned, Baruch slrrrgently seeks to identify such exceptions and, through
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ism and constructionism bring into question the value of data

.es place.

Eit o*uthodoiogists take the argument far further, rarely usrng interview

,ln"-th;, as a way"of gathering d"ata. instead, ethnomethodologists tend

to fon.entrut" or, pu."l"y 
'naturillv occurring' settings which are observed

ln neither case do we have to see an extemal, pre_given social structure asthe determinant of the account. Rather, all the inierviewees invoke a sense ofsocial structure in order to assemble recognizablv ,sensible, accounts whiJare adequate for the practical purposes at"hand. 
-

Attempt Exercise 4.4 obout now

The implications are clear-cut. First, in studying accounts, we are studyingciisplays of identities which arise as part of'me"mbers' artfur practices (e.e.
in telling a particular kind of ,*o.ui tul.,;. Second, ,h;;;;;;".*r"$

::::11':l:l ln, 
selking 

l:.'ygy 
borir idenrihes and prachces. Sack himseliror rnsrance' seeks to estabrish the norms at work in children,s stories in ordeito give an account of ihe artfulpractices through which they u.. urr"*bt"a.It is_equally possible, as Baruch has shown, tJ study the cultural norms atwork within a narrative and to 'nderstand how their power derives from boirrtheir cultural base and their use in re.lation to a set Lf formar rules with anapparently inexorable logic.

fs !act1 
acknowledges, the content of his formal membership cate-gorizatron devices is cultural through and through, arising, for instince, inho;v tirl coliection 'famity, is put toleiher ln a pu'rticular slocietv. i;.;;;;as he points out, once a category from'one coiiectitn is used there i.e powe.fuipressures to draw on the same coriection in subsequent descriptio"rlnir."n

have unintended consequences: slanging matches, for instance, can gei lockedlnto a pattem of mutual insult once the first insulhng term is used.
. folgying Sacks, Baruch,s research reveals that, # analytic purposes and
fl:-1 

i]f?,f..t- and content depend upon each orher. n trus wiy, tne aeluteoerween clltferent kinds of constructionism (focused on either ,wirat, or ,how,
questions) mav be resolvable_

4.9  THE IHREE MoDEI .S :  A  SUM,TARY

4.9.1 fhe valve of interyiew dala
Positivisis argue that interviews based upon pre_tested, standardizedquestlons are a way of increasing the reliability oiresearch. However, both

and/or recorded ai fust hand.
Ii should at once be noted that the critique of the value of interview data

unknowingly shares an assumpiion with more traditional approaches'

e, Hu-.!.tf.y and Atkinsot't [isgg) have pointed out, an attachment to
;naturally occuiring data' is a kind of 'nahrralism'' Naturalism' they argue'

,"*i t*gfy ugr""r**ith positivism that the best kinds of data are somehow

Lto".t".i Uy*iruman hands' - neutrai, unbiased and representative. ln some

senses, then, naturalists are the inheritors of the pdsitivist programme' using

different means to achieve the same unquestioned ends'

io, d"spit. the power of naturally ocCurring data, it does not foliow that it

is illegitimate to carry out our owniesearch interviews' Everything depends

on th! stafus which we accord to the data gathered in such interviews.

4.9.2 The'jrulh' of inleniew dalo

oneimporiantdimensionwhichdistinguishesbothpositivistsandemotion-
alists hom corutruchonists is whether interviews are treated as straightforward

rcports on another realitv or whether ihey merely rePort uPon' or exPress'

their own structures
According to the former ('extemalist') posihon, Irrterviews can' m PnnclPle'

betreatedas"reportsonextemalrealities.TheorrJyconditionforpositivists.is
thJstrrct protocols are observed' For emotionaliits, the condition is that the

interviewer should seek to overcome the presumed power imbalance it'ith

her interviewee.
Accordinetothelatter('intemalist')position,interviewsdopresentnter-

esting data. Eut these data express interpretive.procedures or conversahonal

;;d.;t p."*nt in what both interviewer and interviewee are dorng through

ih"i, tuik utrd non-verbal aciions (Baker, 1982; see Section 4'7)'

As already noted, there rs a tension in constructionism between intemalist

and externaiist versions of interview data' Put in simpler terms' some

constructionists, iike Miller and Giassner, are not too sure whether intervrews

are purely local events or exPress underlying.extemal realities

ttu dlbut" is seen in its clearest form-in discussions about whether

interview data can be biased. Within positivisi work, there is an assumPtron

that bias is a problem because of both-bad interviewers and bad intewiewees.

l r l
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Thus we hear about the inabiiity of 10 per cent of the adult population to fill
out'even simple questionnaires'(Selliiz et al., 196l:24I), and about the
untrustworthiness of some respondents and their unfortunate. Iack of
comprehension of social scientific language (Brenner, 1981: l1G-17), .

These fears of bias are reflected when constructionists worry about how
informants may be concealing what the interviewer most wants to know
(Denzin, 1970: 130). Both positivists and some constructionists may then find
a corunon concem in the various wavs in which interviewees are not fully
moral or not inteliectually up to scratih.

However, there are exceptions. For insiance, in what is largely a positivist
argument, Brown and Sime claim that;

an account is neither naive nor an apologv for behaviour, but must be taken as
an informed statement bv the person whose experiences are under investigation.
(1981:160)

Equally, there is a more helpful tendencf in constructionism. This suggests
that we need not hear interview responses simply as true or false reports o\
reality. Instead, we can treat such responses as displays of perspechves and
moral forms.

The need to preserve and understand the realiqv of the interview account
is central to the argument of many constructionists. lndeed, the ethnographic
tradition (see Section 3.1) contains a wav of looking at respondents, accounts
which goes beyond categorizing them as 'true' or 'false'. William F. Whyte
has observed:

ln dealing with subjective material, the irterviewer is.of course, not trying to
discover the true attitude or sentiment of the informant. He should recosnise
that ambivalence is a fairly common condition of man - that men cariand
do hold conflicting sentiments at any given time. Furthermore, men hold
varying sentiments according to the siiuations in which they find themselves.
(1980:117)

Unlike Burgess and Denzin, but like lvliller and Glassner, Holstein and
Gubrium and Carolyn Baker, Whyte shows us how it is not always necessary
to treat respondents' accounts as if they were scientific statements and subject
them to possible refutation. This leads Whyte to ask questions about the
causes of respondents' accounts ('the events and interpersonal relations out
of which (they) arise'; 1980:7I7).

Of course, this pays scant attentron to the form and structure of such
accounts, as discussed by Baker. However, in a paper first published in
1960, we can forgive Whyte neglecting the study of the inlerview as a
narrative. An alternative approach, following Gilbert and Mulkay (19g3),
would be to treat interviews as giving us access to the repertoire of narratives

!h{ we use in producing accounts (see my discussion of discourse analysis
in Section 6.4).

t t 2
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The queshon remains whether any bridging position is possible between
these two apparently incompatible perspectives. Must we choose between
seeing interviews as eilrer potentially 'true' reports or situated narratives?

. Let me make two observations which I hope are helpful. First, everything
depends on our purposes at hand. Sometjmes, as in Baker's work, it makes
sense consistently to concentrate on the local or situated character of rnterview
talk. At the other extreme/ for instance in quantitative studies of voting
intentions or patieni satisfaction, it becomes appropriate to treat what inter-
viewees say as potentialiy'true' reports. And again, sometimes, not without
some difficulty, one can try to follow up both issues, using Milier and
Glassner's and Holstein and Cubrium's apparently'twin-track' approach.

My second observation relates to Baruch's and Baker's studies discussed
earlier. It might seem that if, like them, we focus on the local character of
inten'iew talk, we have privileged form over content. However, this is yet
another misleading polarity. By analysing how peopie talk to one another,
one is directly gaining access to a cu.lfurai universe and its content of moral
assumptions. Such a position is intrinsic to Garfinkel's (1967) argument tirat
accounts are part of the world they describe.

4 . IO  THREE PRACTICAL  QUESTIONS -  AND
ANSWERS

In the light of the discussion above, I suggest here three questions that
interview researchers might ask themseives.

Whot status do you oltoch to your doto?
Many interview studies are used to elicit respondents' percepiions. How
far is it appropriate to think that people attach a srngle meaning to their
experiences? May not multiple meanings of a situation (e.g. living in a com-
munify home) or of an activity (e.9. being a male football fan) be represented
by what people say to the researcher, to each other, to carers and so on
(Gubrium, 1997X

This raises the important methodoiogical issue about whether interview
responses are to be treated as giving direct access to 'experience' or as achvelv
constructed'narratives' involving activities which themselves demand
analysis (Holstein and Gubrium, 1995). Both positions are entirely iegihmate
but the position taken will need to be iustified and explained.

:' ls your onolytic position appropriote to your practicol concerns?
Some ambitious analytic positions (e.g. ethnomethodology, discourse
'analysis) may actually cloud the issue if your aim is simp.ly to respond to a
'Fven social problem Iike'students' perceptions of their fufure job prospects',
rrU so, it might be simpler to acknowledge that there are more complex ways
.of addressing your data but to settle on presenting your research as a
descriptiae study based upon a clear social problem.

t 1 3
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Do inferview doto really help in oddressing your research topic?
If vou are interested in, say, what happens in school classrooms, sheuld yoU
be using interviews as your major source of data? Think ab.out exactly why
you have settled on an interview study. Certainly it can be relatively quick to
gather interview data, but not as quick as, say, texts and documents. How
are vou being influenced by the prominence of rnterviews in the media (sed
Atkinson and Silverman, 1997)?

ln the case of the classroom, couldn't vou observe what people do
instead of asking them what they think about it? Or gather documents thai
routinely arise in schools, e.g. pupils' reports, mission statements, and so on?

Of course, vou may still want to do an interview study. But whatever your
method you will need to justify it and show vou have thought through the
practical and analytical issues involved in your choice,

4 . r  I  CONCLUSION

Interviews share with any conversation an invoivement in moral realities.
Thev offer a rich source of data which provide access to how people account
for both their troubles and their sood fortune.

Such observations are hardly surprising since the evidence for them is
immediately before our eyes in our everyday experience. Only by following
misleading correspondence theories of truth could it have ever occurred to
researchers to treat interview statements as onlv potentiallv accurate or
distorted reports of reality.

KEY POINTS

There are ihree different models relevant to interview data: positivism,
emotionalism and constructionism.
Each model provides different answers to questions about whether we
should gather interview data and, if so, how to anail,se them.
These differeni answers were iliuslrated by three case sfudies of interview-
based research.

Recommended R.eoding

The best  short  inkoducl ion fo onolysing in ierv iew doio,  wr i t ten f rom o
construct ionist  perspect ive,  is  Holste in ond Gubr ium {1995) Si lvermon
l1997oJ confoins importont chopfers by Miller ond Glossner, Holsfein ond
Gubrium ond Boker. Fontono ond Frey (2000) provide o recent survey of he
lileroture which is sympothetic fo mony of the issues roised in this chopter.

l t 4

I N T E R V I E W S

lnterviews hove olwoys been used io elicit o,utobiogophicol loles For on

.,;;;;;1" ,he Ire h itory J:f:i',:ji* iii3::3! Ii:"",ffi:';ll;
ltl;ff*"":I^""T'iii1;i.;SS3[,'"*r;*5*l;[*#riliq
'}: *: i ,i,'tlllil li.i 

'i!ii ; ;.; ;;' ;. or ih" ro." s' u p'';'hl J i' p''"4 "a
by Bloor et ol (200 1)

Exercise 4.1

This exercrse gives you on opportunity P 
f i l t !  

lh!":Sf^the 
debote obour

whelher i t  is oporoprioie lo ossess whether interview occounts ore lrue or

f. j ."  in" i . f fJ" '"g extrocl is token from o study in whrch scientisis were

iniervrewed obout the 'ot 'o" inoi inf luence chongel in scienti f ic theories

iqr. i"a f i ,  Orf Uert ond Mulkov' l9B3: l  O)

(S = scientist l

I S: To mo[e chonges you hove io be highly orliculoie' persuosive' ond

2 devosioiing Yo' houe to go io lhe h-eort of lhe molter' But in doing this

? vou lov vourself oo"n to itotk l've been colled fonoiicol' poronoid'

i :;;";JJ bur l ' going ro win Time is on mv side

1 How miqht this extroct be used to supporf ihe view thol scienfific reseorch

't i" tg"fv inf luenced, by scienti f ic,pol i t icsZ - ,L^ L.

? wh,v m sri v:14: ::l,ii*:li*[Xru U::":H.1ii:,"il:fl:
3 WhY mighf  i l  be rmpono

which sc]entists give on occount of their wo{2, 
-^ - ^-

4 Con i f  be soid defrn i t iveywhether or  not  sc ience is  essenf io/ /yo pol i t icol

process? lf nol, whY notZ



PART IWO ' tAETHODS

Exercise 4.2

Below is on exlroct from on intervrew with on odult doughter who is coring
for her mother - o vicl im of seni le demeniro - of home (Holstein ond Gubrium,
1997 124]1 Ihe doughter is employed port l ime, ond shores the household
with her employed husbond ond their two sons The exiroct begins when the
infervrewer ( iJ osks the odult doughler (R) lo descrioe her feel ings obout hoving
to luggle so mony needs ond schedules.

I l: We were tolking obout, you soici you were o member o{ lhe, whot did
I  V O U  C O I  i l c

3 R: They soy lhot  i 'm in lhe sondwch oenefolron.  \ 'ou know, l ike we're
4 soncjwiched befween hoving to cote lor mv moiher . ond my grown
5 k ids ond my husbond. People ore l iv ing longer now ond you've gol
6 differenl generohons ol home ond, I tell vo ii 's o mixed blessing
7 l'. How do you feel oboul it in your siluotron?
B R: Oh, I  don' t  know. Somei imes I  lh ink L 'm being o br t  sel f ish becouse I
9 gripe obout hoving to keep on eve on Mother oll the lime lf vou lel
I 0 down your guord, she wondets oli rnto lhe bock yord or goes out ihe
I I door ond down lhe skeet. Thoi's no fun when your hubby wonls your
l2 otieniion too. Norm works the second shift ond he's home durinq the
l3 doy o lo l .  I  monoge lo gel  in o few hours of  work,  bui  he doesn: t  l ike
1A i i .  I  hove pre\  mixed ieel ings obout i t
l5  l :  Whot c jo you meon?
l6 R: Wel i ,  l 'd  soy thol  os o doughter,  I  leel  pre\ ,  gurLtv obout how I  fee]
17 somel imes.  l t  con get  prel t ' , ,bcd,  l ike rv ishing thol  Motner v/ere iust
I 8 gone, you know whol I meon? She's been o wonderful mother ond I
l9 love her very much, bui if you osk me how I iee os o wife ond mother,
20 ihoi 's  onolher mot ler .  l leel  l ike she's l the mother] ,  wel i ,  in i ruding on our
2l  l rves ond jusl  moking hel l  out  of  rotsrnq o fomi ly.  Somelrmes I  pui  mysel f
22 rr  ny husbord s snoes ond I  JSI  rnou.  r lw re leers.  He oresn I  soy
23 much, bui  I  know thot  he misses mv compony,  ond I  mlss his o l  course.
24 fPouse] So how do irou onswer lhot2

I  Wnot oo we ieorn here oboul  Q 5 lss 69.?

2 How do R ond I logether conskucl o siorvz Whot cjo you leorn from thot?

3 Whot hove you leorned f rom your onolysrs obout the uses ond l imi to i ions

of  emof ionol ism?

Exercise 4.3

The extroct beiow is token from Coroiyn Boker's stuciy o{ ooolescenls
308-9)

I  N T E R V I E W S

2
3
4
5
6
7
B
9

t 0
U
l 2
t 3
l 4
t 5
t 6
l 7
] B
l 9
2A
2 )
2 2

l: Are there ony vr'oys in wh ch you consrder yourseil sl li 1o be o chrld, c;
lo hove child-lrke inlerests or hobits or ollilucies?

V: Yeoh lst i l l  l ike doin '  th ingsthot  ld id vzhen lwos o k id you know l ike
y 'know, Lego n lhoi  jus l  bui lCing s luf f  vou know l ike when l ,  l rvos o

t2)

krd you know

I  Y e o n .  1 O u  S l i l r  r o r e  p t e : s u , e , r ' ' r o ' < . r 3  6 i  ' " 1 - g

V:  Yeoh,  I  oe t  o  f rLenc j  over  ond we rus l  bur td  c  g reo i  b  o  house n  ino l

L t  s  s l i l i  l us l  l r re  dorng  i t .

Do you ieei ot lhe some Im: fhoi you're loc - reolly too old tor rl or oc
vou noi teel il s ioo
Wel l  when people soy'oh,  he's s l i l l  doln '  thot  st r f f '  c ion ' t  reoLly core I

lus l  do i t  in  the i rvrng roon' 'n thol .  n i t 's  st i l l  iun.  Pre\ ,soon l ' l l .  l ' l l  s io:
cioin' ii bui, when I gei too oid for it
Or when you no lonoer ihrnk i i 's  fun.
Yeoh.
Which one2
How do you meon?
Whot would moke you slop, feeling you were too old for it or
)eoh l i le  everyone bugoLr 'me too much \ , 'know'n,  i i 's  nol  reoi ly  ihol
bcd lusl buildLng c house or somefhrng y know l,i..e, lusi sirorv m'v mom
it'n everylh ng lusl loke 1i oporl y'know, sorl of something lo do on c
rorny doy

In whoi sense cioes thls inlervrew give us rei iobie Informotron oboul hou
Vlctor sees himself?
Witn close of ienl,on to ihe te' t  shou

how Vrctor  occounts for  potenf io l ly  chi ld l ike oci iv i i ies

how the in lerv iewer ldent i f ies chi ld l ike oci rv i l res
how both Vic lor  onC ihe ln lervrewer ot iend lo lhe impircot ions oi

whol lhe olner rs soyrng

io)
il-l

{ c )

.ij
,fi

!,

il
'r

t.&l l 6 r l 7



P A R T  T W O  M E T H O D S

Exercise 4.4

Thrs exercise gives you on opporluniry to work with some of Boruch,s doto
onC io compore his opprooch with oihers. Here ore sorne exfrocts from
interviews wilh mothers of chi ldren wifh congenitol heod diseose:

Well um a the frrst thing the nurse who delrvered hrm soid wos: ,Don,l worry,
i t 's  o i r ioht  Ever! , ihrnq's o l r ight '  And )  d idn' t  e, ren reol ize 'here w
with him io srorr wirh. 

' crvtt reat'e rr)ere wos onylning wrong

V"hen she vros born lhey told me everythinq wos oerieclly olrroht And i
occeplecj  i l

He wos very brecthiess ond I kepl sovrng to mirl 'wives ond dociors ond vor ous
bods tho t  come round,  um Isc jd  lo  ihe  mic iw i le  ioo f : ,  I so id ,  hes  breo th ing  sc
I O S i

He {os siiiing in his buggy iusr iooking obsoluteii. liieless. So I rhought right up to
ihe docicr's onc see whoi she soys

Now onswer lhe fo l lowing quesl ions:

I  ls  j t  helpfu l  to check the occurocy of  whot fhese mothers ore soying {e.g
by compor ing them io cose notes,  medicol  occounts etc )? Expio;  yo;r
ons\^/eT

I  Al tempt o psychologrcol . rnterpretotron oi  whot these mothers ore scyrng
lrefef  lo Ine drsc_ss,on ol  Buror rn Secr ion I  B,

3 Now, o i tempt to show how lhese mothers construct  lhe r  own morol
odequccy using Boruch's concept of  

'o t roci1v 
sfores .  ls  the some si ro legy

usecj rn everu,sloryz

Texts

Having a separate chaPter on 'texts'.may look a little artificial. After all, to
'heat an inter',.iew as a narrative can mean looking for the same textual features
as researchers working with printed material. indeed, the mere act of
hanscilption of an intervierv tums it into a written text.

To make things clearer, in this chapter I use fe.tf to identify data consisting
of words and/or images which have become recorded without the inter-
vention of a researcher (e.g. through an interview). For presentational
pu-rposes, the chapter will focus on written texts. Theianalvsis of images will
be discussed in Chapter 7.

Written texts and interviews have one more thing in common. Both
underline the iinguistic character of many qualitative data. Even if our aim is
to search for supposedly 'external' realities in our data (e.g. class, gender,
power), our raw material is inevitably the words written in documents or
spoken by interview respondents.

Yet British and American social scientists have never been entrrelv confident
about analvsing written texts. Perhaps, in (what the French cail) ihe Anglo-
Saxon cultures, words seem too ephemeral and insubstantial to be the subject
of scientific anail'sis. It might seem better, then, to leave textual analysis to
literary critics and to concentrate on definite social phenomena, like actions
and the sfuctures in which they are implicated.

This uncertain attitude to language is also reflected in the waY in which
quantitative researchers sometimes begin with fairly arbitrary but measurable
definitions of their 'variables'. The classic model is Durkheim's Srricide which
offers a 'conclusive' definition of the phenomenon in its first few Pages and
then rushes off to investigate it in these terms. As Atkinson (1978) has pointed
out, this method rules out entirely any analysis of the very social processes
through r.t'hich suicide is socially defined - pafiicularlv in the context of
coroners' own definitions of the meanings of particuiar acts (see also my
discussion of Blau and Schoenherr in Section 2.2).

Even in qualitative research, texts are sometimes onlf important as
'background material' for the'real' analysis. Where texts are analvsed, they
are often presented as'official' or'common-sense' versions of social phe-
nomena, to be undercut by the underlying social phenomena apparently found
in the qualitative researcher's analysis of her interviewees' stories. The modei
is: the documents claim X,but we can shozo thai Y is the case.


