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In this paper I discuss the relationship between the researcher and the respondent in the qualitative interview. In this relationship the researcher is thought to be the powerful one; the interview takes place at her initiative, to fulfil her objectives and she will have full control of how the information given by the interviewee is used. She is also supposed to be in control of the interview situation. The interviewee on the other hand is powerless; she is expected to give her contribution without having much else in return than the attention and interest of the researcher. But is this always how it works during an interview?
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Introduction
I see this session as an opportunity to air some thoughts about the relationship between the researcher and the respondent in the unstructured qualitative interview. I am concerned with the responsibilities of the researcher toward the respondent, and how we can make sure that we have the necessary control in order to act responsibly. I am not explicitly discussing the ethics of this relationship or in research in general, but the question of ethics is an underlying theme. 

In defining the goal, setting the scene and identifying interviewees the researcher/interviewer constitutes the Self in the Self-Other relationship in the qualitative interview. Her responsibility is to make the best possible conditions for obtaining access to data, often expressed through the innermost feelings, thoughts and ideas of the Other – the interviewee. In doing so she is expected to downplay her own feelings, reactions and responses to whatever occurs during the interview, or to use them in as an instrument in ‘collecting’ the data (Fog 1994). In both cases she is expected to in control of the interaction between the two, she should not fall into the category of “the controlled”. The Self, who asks for revelations from the Other, and thus makes the Other vulnerable, is supposed to remain herself invulnerable (Fine et al 2000). 


This is in line with the general description of the relationship between researcher and respondent. The interviewee is usually depicted as the less powerful of the two, even if she is expected to contribute the lion’s share to the dialogue, both in quantity and substance. I think this largely holds even for perspectives which allow for the researcher to take a more active part in the interview. The purpose of the interview is, regardless of naturalistic, constructivist or other epistemological approaches to lay bare (reality through) ‘the interviewee’s point of view’. So also when the role of the researcher as a co-producer of data is acknowledged.


During a pilot study involving former child protection clients, I interviewed a 20 year old woman who made me question and reflect on the Self-Other relationship of the interview. Meeting her also challenged me on a more personal level; I had to admit and rethink my preconceptions of “the powerless client”, and acknowledge that I still had a long way to go as far as my skills as a qualitative interviewer is concerned. The reason for this has, I think, much to do with vulnerability – both that of the interviewee, and my own. 


In this paper I will discuss how my expectations to an interview with a former child protection client, Ani, proved wrong, and how I came to learn more about “the roles and rules of the interview” (and about myself) in the way I handled or failed to handle what happened. This might add some nuances to the discussion about the relationship of the Self (the researcher) and the Other (the interviewee) in the qualitative interview.


One reaction to my claims about the interview and my experiences from the interview with Ani, may of course be that I am a novice in ‘the interviewing business’ or that I am a not a very good interviewer. The first conclusion is wrong, the latter may be true!  I have conducted a substantial number of qualitative interviews over a period of 18 years, and I actually think of myself as a fairly good interviewer. But I also admit that I learn something new, also about interviewing, in almost every interview I take part in. Interviewing Ani was one of the more challenging tasks I have had as an interviewer, and I learnt a lot from it.
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The interview relation

Kvale says (2001:21) that the qualitative research interview should not be considered a conversation between equals, because: “…it is the researcher who defines and controls the situation”.  As shown in the introduction, Fog (1994) is also concerned with control; the researcher should not fall in the role of the controlled. The researcher should be in control, in so far as she is responsible for the outcome of the interview (i.e. the data), for what happens during the interview and also for what happens to the interviewee after the interview. That is she has to consider how taking part in the interview will affect the interviewee, and she has to take all necessary precautions to be sure not to harm the respondents in any way. Participating in research projects may evoke suppressed feelings and traumas and leave the respondent in emotional turmoil and despair. The researcher should be aware of this, and her responsibility to the respondent is indisputable. But whether she always and automatically will be in control of the situation is less obvious. 

The relationship between researcher and interviewee is asymmetrical. The researcher is considered the more powerful and the interviewee the powerless (the exception being elite interviews). The asymmetry of this relationship is partly based on the fact that the interview is taking place on the researcher's initiative and in order to fulfil her objectives. It is also connected to the in many cases supposed superior cultural and social capital of the researcher, and the fact that the interviewee will have little to say about how her information is used. The relationship is not an end in itself, and it is not intended to last beyond the agreed upon encounters. The researcher offers little more to the interviewee than a listening ear, - and maybe understanding and comfort. The fact that it is the interviewee who has something of value for the researcher is not supposed to tilt the power relation between the two. 

This asymmetry is supposed to lead to a feeling of uneasiness and inferiority on the part of the respondent. The researcher will therefore take every necessary step to ease the situation for the interviewee (e.g. in the way she dresses, her language and the location of the interview). It involves trying to make the interviewee feel welcomed, comfortable and relaxed. One way of doing that is to give space to the respondent; let her speak freely and take initiatives, avoid interrupting her too much, show interest in her interests, follow up the respondent's initiatives and avoid steering the interview too much. And maybe the tendency to do this increases according to the seriousness, delicacy and personal character of the subject matter of the interview, - and according to how the researcher feels about the relationship between herself and the interviewee. She might feel uneasy about the instrumental character of her interests in the other, and she might be unsure about the person she is interviewing. Meeting a person for the first time to some degree always involves uncertainty and insecurity, especially when this person represents groups or milieus that are unfamiliar to us. And so it should, even if a researcher in time will get used to and develop skills in meeting new people and milieus. Meeting a person for the first time should never be void of the uncertainty and curiosity that is necessary if we want to learn something new. 

We, the researchers, have some assumptions about what might be the benefits for the interviewee: They get the chance to experience themselves as experts, the attention from the researcher and from ‘research’/academia is rewarding, they contribute to the development of knowledge, they get the chance to contribute to the benefit of others, and the interview may have some “therapeutic” aspects. But all this is considered secondary and in principle unintended, the interviewee is not supposed to have her own agenda with the interview. Still, it may have an influence on the process and outcome of the interview.   
3
Interviewing Ani – first meeting

Ani, the 20 year old woman I interviewed, is recruited to the study through an acquaintance. I know that she has been a little sceptical about participating, and I therefore decide that we meet informally in a café so that she will have a chance to get to know me before she finally decides to be interviewed. I interpret her reservations as evidence of the asymmetrical character of the interview; she is hesitating because she does not fully know or understand what it means to take part in a research project, and because she feels insecure. I am anxious to even out this imbalance and to lessen her discomfort. 

When we meet, it soon becomes clear to me that she has expected more than just an informal get-to-know-each-other-chat for our first meeting. She seems confident, not at all reserved. She has considered thoroughly what she wants from participating in the project, and she has prepared for this first meeting. She is eager to get started, and seems to have no trouble sharing her experiences with a stranger. She has obviously planned for a longer session than the hour I have set aside for the meeting. I don’t want her to feel rejected, so I phone home to say that I will be late. The café is of course not a good place talk, and we end up moving three times to get some peace and quiet (and I feel quite foolish picking a café for our meeting). My expectations, both to her and our meeting, prove all wrong.

Ani is smiling and enthusiastic. She tells about herself and things that has happened to her (including some quite scary and dramatic incidents). She says that she sees the project and the interviews (she evidently expects more than one) as a way of making a closure (this is the word she uses) to a period of her life that she now wants to leave in the past. She also suggests that she makes a list or chronologic inventory of incidents and events in her life before the next interview, and that we use this list as a basis for the interview. She seems optimistic and full of expectations to the further process of the interviews (and I wonder how many interviews she "has planned for"). 


I am very pleased to hear that she feels she will benefit from the interviews, but at the same time I have a growing feeling of incompetence. I am afraid she expects too much of me, and that I will not be able to fulfil her expectations. I am also afraid what this “process of closure” might lead to. At the end of the interview I find it necessary to clarify the (my) purpose of the interviews, and to be honest about my capacities and competences. I tell her that I will not be able to ‘write her story’ and that I am not sure that I will be able to help her with the closure. I add that in our next interview I will have some questions that I would like her to reflect on and answer. This has of course to do with my need to feel in control, and the fact that what happens is my responsibility.  I also feel vulnerable because she makes me aware of my short-comings. 
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Reflections on the first meeting

After this first meeting I do not see our relationship as totally asymmetric. During the interview I do by no means feel superior to her, albeit being "the researcher" and both older and better educated than she is. She seems to me to have a strong personality, a young woman who knows what she wants and how to get it. I am also emotionally affected by her and the story she tells. I really feel sorry for her, and wish I could help her. At the same time I realize that helping her takes more than I have. 


Her conduct does not correspond with my expectations to her role as a respondent. And it seems to me that her anticipations to me as an interviewer and researcher is of an other kind than mine, and reaches far beyond what I will be able to fulfil. She is "unwilling" to play the part of the interview, and I am stuck in a play where I am the only one who has read the manuscript and rehearsed for the role. There is a mismatch, and we have to negotiate about what we are doing. 


As I see it, we both have an agenda with the interviews. She needs me, like I need her. We both involve ourselves in the other for instrumental reasons – although different reasons. I want to involve myself in her in a way that makes her trust me so that she will open up and share her thoughts, opinions and feelings with me. I assumed that I had to earn this trust and openness, but find that she is even more eager than I am. She overwhelms me, and I am the one who holds back a little. I am aware that her conduct may be interpreted as an offensive way of handling an insecure situation, but it is not how I experience it at the moment. 

Ani wants to involve herself in me in so far as she is willing to let me into her life, her thoughts and feelings. In return she expects me to offer her an opportunity to review and come to terms with choices she made and things that happened to her earlier. Maybe I being a researcher and representing “science” also adds extra status and validity to her story; it becomes more than just personal experiences. 


Before our second interview I am prepared that I will have to balance carefully between my objectives and needs in the interview and those of my respondent's. And I am prepared to steer the interview more than I did on our first meeting. 
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The second interview
Also this time Ani is eager to start the interview. She marks the shift from conversation to formal interview by turning of the radio (we are in the apartment of a friend of hers) and picking up a written note (her chronologic inventory). But she seems a lot more insecure this time. She then tells her story, and I think I will get good data about how she feels about what happened to her and what she thinks about of the consequences of it. She acts rather disciplined, and I only intervene to steer the interview on a couple of occasion. Actually she asks me several times if she is answering my questions properly, whether what she talks about is relevant and of interest for my purpose or not. She seems eager to please me. This impression is intensified by the fact that she is a small person and has a childlike face (or at least that is how I see her at this point of time). I am deeply and emotionally affected by her story and by her. I find it at times frightening, and also very sad; she has suffered, she has been so alone. She is so vulnerable. I care, and I want her to know that I care. She evokes motherly feelings in me, and I care more than I do for most interviewees


Now I regret that I tried to clarify the terms of the interview at the end of our first meeting, or at least the way I did it. I think that what I really did was to underline and enhance the asymmetry between us - the asymmetry that I originally was anxious to balance. I have surely underestimated the power that was embedded in my role as a researcher, when I "set things straight" at the end of the first interview. Now she plays the role of "the interview" as it is often described in books. And I find myself anxious to make her feel relaxed and confident, to make her understand that what she has to tell is important, that she is important and 'the expert' on the issue in question. I want to make up for what I think of as my lack of recognition of her needs at the end of the first meeting.


I am afraid it will harm our relationship, her trust in me and the data I will get from the interview. It also makes me uncomfortable to think that maybe she now feels insecure and inferior. Therefore I tell her not be too concerned about my needs in the interview, and I try to make her feel appreciated, important, an expert on something I do not know a lot. I am also touched by her story, and I find it hard to interrupt when she tells about her difficult background. So to some degree I am swayed again - I almost forget the purpose of the interview, i.e. my purpose. At the end of the interview we decide to meet for a third interview. I am not sure I need more data, but I do not want to cut her off (and, of course, new and useful data could turn up). 
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After the second interview

Now the asymmetry of our relationship is more obvious. The interviewee is concerned about the research project, my questions and what I gain from the interview. And I find myself doing what researcher is supposed to do to make respondents feel comfortable and appreciated. We play our designated parts. I ask the questions and she is concerned about me getting relevant information and good answers. I am concerned about my data of course, but also about how she feels about the interview and opening up like this. This time I can see that talking about the past affects and disturbs her. She looks smaller, younger and more vulnerable than last time. She is still eager about the interviews, but she expresses both sadness and loneliness about her past and present situation. She affects me in a way that makes me feel responsible for her, also for how she feels when the interview is over. Therefore I agree to meet for a third interview on her suggestion. I feel an obligation to help her making the closure she announced in our first meeting, although I am not sure I will be able to. 

We end up meeting four times: three interviews (including the first meeting) and a final meeting several months after the last interview. During the interviews I think we try to meet both her and my needs. She tries to answer my questions, and I try to give her time and space to tell her story and make her closure. We are not only interviewer and interviewee pursuing the agenda of the research project, I am also one who listens to what another person needs to tell, or needs someone to hear. I think we are trying to meet the needs of both of us, and that we are negotiating on the purpose and definition of our interaction. Whether it will result in good data for me and a closure for her is at times forgotten during the interviews, we are too preoccupied in the present situation. 

Our last meeting is initiated by the respondent; she wants to collect the tapes. I had agreed earlier that she could have them when I had finished transcribing them. I found no plausible reason why she should not. When she comes to my office I soon realize that what she really wants, is to tell me how she has been after the interviews. She has not been so good, and she has realized that making a closure was harder than she had foreseen. Talking about the past had confused and disturbed her, rather than helped her to come to terms with things. I feel that she to some degree blames me for this. As I feared, I had not been able to fulfil her expectations. 

When I look back at our encounters now, I think it is correct to say that they were probably not conversations between equals, but they were not research interviews where the participants played the prescribed parts of the interviewer and interviewee either. I tried to stay in control, but failed several times. One reason for this was the fact that I let myself become affected by her. I did not, or rather felt not able to keep the necessary distance and control to pursue the research agenda in full and without concern for her. To some degree I gave up my agenda to pursue hers. The "roles and rules" of the qualitative interview was constantly challenged and negotiated, and there was no fixed a-/symmetry between the two of us - during the interviews (the last meeting showed, however, that it was there as an underlying premise all the time). There was surely more than one agenda, and the results were multiple and unsure. 


Although we were aware that what would come out of the interviewing process was unsure (I had warned her that I was not a therapist), Ani was disappointed that her closure failed. I got my data, and even more data than I had planned for, she got nothing but stress and emotional upheaval.
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Conclusion
At the end of the interview period I therefore come to the conclusion, that the conception of the interviewee as vulnerable may be a good place to start. It underlines the responsibility of the researcher to make sure that no harm is done to the interviewee. But at the same time it will probably be useful to be aware of the floating character of the interaction between the interviewee and the researcher. The roles played by the two parts are constantly negotiated, as shown in the interview with Ani.   


Earlier in this paper I cited Kvale (2001) who holds that the researcher defines and controls the interview situation. In principle it is, but I question whether this always holds true (an exception is always allowed for the so called elite interview), and I wonder if a more nuanced description of the interview situation and the relationship between the two would be useful. A more nuanced view would perhaps make the researcher more attentive to what happens between her and the interviewee, and thus more able to establish a relationship of trust and openness. I think that an open and trustful relationship is best built on the researcher being honest and open about herself, and being aware of her capabilities, short-comings and vulnerabilities in communication with the other. I think this is necessary to be in control and to act responsibly. 


If one agrees with Jane Lave (Lave and Kvale 1995) that “the only instrument that is sufficiently complex to comprehend and learn about human existence is another human”, it is important to know oneself and one strengths and weaknesses. It is important to be aware of ones vulnerabilities as well as of the responsibilities we have as researchers. The notion of the asymmetric relationship between the interviewee and the interviewer/researcher is useful when it comes to recognizing the responsibilities of the researcher. The researcher has to take full responsibility of what happens in and after the interview. But when it comes to understanding the relationship itself, and what goes on between to two during the interview a more nuanced view would be useful. I see the distribution of power between the two as something that is, or at least can be constantly negotiated. Two processes are intertwined in the interview, the dialog about the subject matter of the interview, and the process between the two participants about the roles and rules of the interview. 

This interviewee challenged the prescribed roles and rules of the interview. The discussion here relates to the responsibility we have as researchers, especially when interviewing people who are or have been in dire straits, when learning about cruelty, ill-treatment, illegal actions and so on. But also when it comes to what participating in research projects can bring about for the informants.


It can also be read as a question of being a good or a professional interviewer, in so far as the experienced and well-trained interviewer should be able to recognize and deal with incidents and emotions like the ones I have described.


Jette Fog (1994) also writes about how to use oneself as an instrument in interviews, how one should be aware of and able to deal with feelings, emotions and reactions both in oneself and in the other. Her message is that such emotions both can promote and restrain communication between interviewer and interviewee, thus hamper or help the collection of data. She shows how one can get caught up and is lead by the feelings that are activated during the interview – I my case perhaps to a degree that not balanced, but tilted the asymmetric relationship between researcher and informant. And all in the name of good will, understanding and empathy. 

Litterature:

Kvale, Steinar (2001): Det kvalitative forskningsintervju. Oslo: Gyldendal Akademiske, 5. oppl.

Lave, Jean and Steinar Kvale (1995): What is antropological research? An interview with Jean Lave by Steinar Kvale. Qualitative Studies in Education, no. 8, 219-229

Fine, Michelle, Lois Weis, Susan Weseen and Loonmun Wong (2000): For Whom? Qualitative Research, Representations and Social Responsibilities. In: Denzin, N.K. and Y.S. Lincoln (2000): Handbook of Qualitative Research. 2nd ed. Sage.


Fog, Jette (1994): Med samtalen som utgangspunkt. Det kvalitative forskningsinterview. København: Akademisk forlag.

� Anne.H.Halvorsen@hia.no








8

