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¢ use narratives in gualitative research.

¢ icentify the difference between life histories and episodes

a2 basis for narratives.
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You can use narratives' produced by interviewees as a form of data as an alternauve
to semi-structured interviews. The basic skepticism about how far subjective expe-
riences may be tapped in the question—answer scheme of traditional interviews,
even if this is handled in a flexible way, is the methodological starting paint for the
propagation of using narrauves. Narratives allow the researcher to approach the
interviewee’s experiential yet structured world in a comprehensive way. A narranve

is characterized as follows:

First the initial situation is outlined (“how everything started”), then the
events relevant to the narrative are selected from the whole host of expe-
riences and presented as a coherent progression of events (“how things
developed®), and finally the situation at the end of the development is
presented (““what became’’). (Hermanns 1995, p. 183)

B As a special method for collecting this form of data, the narrative interview introduced
by Schiitze (see Riemann and Schiitze 1987; R.osenthal 2004) is a particularly good
example of this type of approach. With the attention it attracted (especially in the
German-speaking areas) it has intensified the interest in qualitative methods as a
whole. Narratives as a mode of knowledge and of presenting experiences are also
increasingly analyzed in psychology (e.g., Bruner 1990, 1991; Flick 1996; Murray
2000: Sarbin 1986). Two methods which use narratves in this way are discussed

in this chapter.

The Narrative Interview

The narrative interview is mainly used in the context of biographical research (for
an overview see Bemaux 1981; Rosenthal 2004). The methed was developed in the
context of a project on local power structures and decision processes. Its basic prin-
ciple of collecting data is described as follows:

In the narrative interview, the informant is asked to present the history
of an area of interest, in which the interviewee participated. in an extem-
pore narrative ....The interviewer’s task is to make the informant tell the
story of the area of interest in question as a consistent story of all rele-
vant events from its beginning to its end. (Hermanns 1995, p. 183)

Elements of the Narrative Interview

The narrative interview is begun using a “generative narragve guesoon’ (Ruemann an
Schiitze 1987, p. 353), which refers to the topic of the study and :

ulate the interviewee’s main narrative. The latter is fallowsd |
probing in which narrative fragments that were not exhansuv '
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completed. The last stage of the interview is the “balancing phase, in which the
mterviewee may also be asked questions that aim at theoretical accounts of what
happened and at balancing the story, reducing the ‘meaning’ of the whole to its
common denominator” (Hermanns 1995, p. 184). At this stage, the interviewees are
taken as experts and theoreticians of themselves.

If you want to elicit a narrative which is relevant to your research question, you
must formulate the generative narrative question broadly but at the same time suf-
ficiently specifically for the interesting experiential domain to be taken up as a cen-
tral theme. The interest may refer to the informant’s life history in general. In this
case, the generative narrative question 1s rather unspecified, for example: “I would
like to ask you to begin with your life history”” Or it may aim at a specific, tempo-
ral, and topical aspect of the informant’s biography, for example a phase of profes-
sional reorientation and its consequences. An example of such a generative question

is shown in ‘Box 14.1.

Box 14.1 Example of a Generative Narrative Question in the
. Narrative Interview

This is a typicai example of a good generative narrative question:

I want to ask you to tell me how the story of your life occurred. The best way to do
this would be for you to start from your birth, with the little child that you once were,
and then tell all the things that happened one after the other until today. You can
take your time in doing this, and also give details, because for me everything is of
interest that is important for you.

Source: Hermanns (1995, p. 182)

e T e e

It 1s mmportant that you check whether the generative question really 1s a narra-
tive question. Clear hints on the course of events told are given in the example by
Hermanns in Box 14.1.These refer to several stages and include the explicit request
for 2 marrdtion and for detailing it” e T PR S N s

If the interviewee begins a narrative after this question, it is crucial for the quality
of the data in this narrative that the narration is not interrupted or obstructed by the
interviewer. For example, you should not ask questions in this part (e.g., “Who is this
about?”} or interrupt with directive mterventions (e.g., “Could this problem not

have been managed in a different way?”) or evaluatons (“That was a good idea of

vours!”). Instead, as interviewer, as an active listener, you should signal (e.g.. by rein-
forang “hm’%”) that you empathize with the narrated story and the perspectve of the
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narrator. Thus, vou will support and encourage the interviewees to continue their
narratives untl the end.

The end of the story is indicated by a “coda,” for instance “I think I've taken you
through my whole life” (Riemann and Schiitze 1987, p. 353) or “Thags pretty well
it by and large. I hope that has meant something to you” (Hermanns 1995, p. 184).
In the next stage—the questioning period—the story’s fragments that have not
been further carried out are readdressed or the interviewer with another generative
narrative question takes up those passages that had been unclear. For example, “You
told me before how it came about that you moved from X to Y. I did not quite
understand how vour disease went on after that. Could you please tell me that part
of the story in a little more detail?” In the balancing phase, more and more abstract
questions are asked, which aim for description and argumentation. Here, it 1s sug-
gested first to ask “how” questions and then only aftcmards to complement them
with “why”’ questons aiming at explanations.

A main criterion for the validity of the mformatlon is whether the intervie-
wee’s account is primarily a narrative. Although to some extent descriptions of
situations and routines or argumentation may be incorporated in order to explain
reasons or goals, the dominant form of presentation should be a narrative of the
course of events (if possible from the beginning to the end) and of developmental
processes. This distinction is clarified by Hermanns (1995, p. 184) who uses the

following example:

My attitude towards nuclear plants cannot be narrated, but I could tell
the story about how my present attitude came about. “Well, I walked, it
must have been 1972, across the site at Whyl, all those huts there and I
thought, well that is great, what these people have got going here, but
with their concern about nuclear energy they are kind of mad. I was
strongly M/L at that time.”?

That this method works and the main narrative provides a richer version of the
events and experiences than the other forms of presentation that are argued as conse-
quences is one main reason that the narrators become entangled in certain constraints
(“threefold narrauve zugzwangs”). This entanghng will start as soon as they have got
mnvolved in the situation of the narranve interview and started the narratve. The con-
straints are the constain? of dosing gestalt, the constraint of condensing, and the consmaint
of detarling. The first makes narrators bring to an end a narragve once they have started
it. The second requires that only what is necessary for understanding the process in the
story becomes part of the presentanon. The story 1s condensed not only because of -
ited time but also so that the kistener is able to understand and follow it. The narragve
provides background details and relanonships necessary for understanding the story
due to the conswaint of detailing. Through these narratve constraint, the narrator’s
control, which dominates in other forms of oral presentagon, 1s minimized to such an
extent that awkward topics and areas are also mentoned: ;
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Narrators of unprepared extempore narratives of their own experiences
are driven to talk also about events and action orientations, which they
prefer to keep silent about in normal conversations and conventional
interviews owing to their awareness of guilt or shame or their entan-
glements of interests. (Schiitze 1976, p. 225)

Thus, there was the creation of a technique for eliciting narratives of topically
relevant stories. This technigue provides data that you cannot produce in other
forms of interviewing for three reasons. First, the narrative takes on some indepen-
dence during its recounting. Second, “people ‘know’ and are able to present a lot
more of their lives than they have integrated in their theories of themselves and of
their lives. This knowledge 1s available to informants at the level of narraave pre-
sentation but not at the level of theories” (Hermanns 1995, p. 185). Finally, an anal-
ogous relationship between the narrative presentation and the narrated experience
is assumed: “In the retrospective narrative of experiences, events in the life history
(whether actions or natural phenomena) are reported on principle in the way they
were experienced by the narrator as actor” (Schiitze 1976, p. 197).

- Case Study 14.1  Excerpt from a Narrative Interview

As an illustration, the following is taken from the beginning of a biographical main nar-
rative of a mental patient (E) given to the interviewer (l). Gerd Riemann is one of the
protagonists of biographical research with narrative interviews. This example comes
from a typical study of biographies using the narrative interview (Riemann 1987,
pp. 66—68). While reading it, look for when the interviewee comes to the topic of the
interview (mental iliness). References to villages and areas are replaced by general
words in double brackets ((...)). Words in italics are strongly emphasized; a slash indk
cates the interruption of a word by another; and the interviewer's reinforcing signals

(*hmh,” “Oh yes”) are represented exactly at the posrion they occurred:

1 E Well, | was bornin ({area in the former East Germany))

2 | hmh

3 E actually in {(...) which is a purely Catholic, purely/mainly.
4 Catholic distnct of ((area, western part))

B e G e e P e e e e
6 E (town)
7 1 hmh
8 E My Father uh ... was captain

9 | hmh
10 E and ... uh was already county court judge ...
1 and then was killed in the war.

B e
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This narrative continues over another 17 pages of transcript. The interview is
continued in a second meeting. A detailed case analysis is presented by

NARRATIVES

hmh

My mather got stuck alone with my elder brother/he is three years
older than me and uh - fled with us.

hmh ‘

About the journey | don't know anything in detail, | only remember —
as a memory that | once uh sat in a train and felt terrible/uh '
terrible thirst or anyhow hunger

hmh
and that then somebody came with a pitcher and a cup for us

uh poured coffee and that | felt that to be very refresh-
hmh

ing. —
But other memories are also related to that train which :

.-n
e

maybe point uh to very much later, well, when

hmh

came into psychiatry, see.

Namely, uh — that comes up again as an image from time to time.
And we had laid down in that train to go to sleep

and | was somehow raised ... uh o be put to sleep

hmh

And | must have fallen down in the mght without waking

up.

hmh 7

And there | rem/remer‘nber that a uh female, not my
mother, a fefnale person took me in her arms and smiled
at me.

hmh

Those are my earliest memories.

hmh.

Riemann (1987, pp. 66-200).

In this example, you can see how a narrative interview begins, how the interviewee's
life history is unfolded in it, and how the interview slowly approaches issues directly
relevant for the research question, but also provides a lot of information that might
look less relevant at a first glance. The last unfolds if relevance maybe during the

analysis of the interview.

181
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In the narrative interview, on the one hand, the expectation 1s that factual
processes will become evident in it, that “how it really was” will be revealed, and this
is linked to the nature of narrative data. On the other hand, analyzing such narrated
life histories should lead to a general theory of processes. Schiitze (1983) calls this
“process structures of the individual life course.” In some areas, such typical courses
have been demonstrated empirically, as in the following (see Case Study 14.2).

A

o B g g T RS s e T St

- Case Study 14.2 - Professional Biographies:of Engi
Harry Hermanns is another of the main protagonists in developing and using the nar-
rative interview, in this case in the context of professional biographies. Hermanns
(1984) has applied this method to around 25 engineers in order to elaborate the pat-
terns, of their life histories—patterns of successful professional courses and patterns
of courses characterized by crises.

The case studies showed that at the beginning of his or her professional career, an
engineer should go through a phase of seeking to acquire professional competencies.
The central theme of the professional work of the following years should result from
this phase. If one fails with this, the professional start turns into a dead-end.

From the analvses, a series of typical fields for the engineer’s further specialization
resulted. A decisive stage is to build up “substance” {i.e., experience and knowledge),
for example by becoming an expert in a technical domain. Other types of building up
substance are presented by Hermanns.

The next stage of engineers’ careers is to develop a biographical line in the
occupation (i.e., to link themselves to a professional topic for a longer time and
construct a basis from which they can act). Lines can be accelerated by successes,
but also may “die” (e.g., by losing the basis because the competence for securing
the line is missing, because the topic loses its meaning in some crisis, or because
a new line emerges).

Professional careers fail when one does not succeed in constructing 2 basis,
developing and securing a line, building up competence and substance when one of
the central professional tasks distilled from the analysis of professional biographies is
not managed successfully.

This example shows how patterns of biographical courses can be elaborated from case
studies of professional biographies. These patterns and the stages of the biographical
processes contained in them can be taken as points of reference for explaining success

and failure in managing the tasks of successful biographies. \
= T e —_ —r ""i & r{f—j“_‘jﬁ:‘;j.ﬁ-‘v«;—xm{-_r.: '_*f'_" e T TR RN

What Are the Problems in Conducting the Interview?

One prodem in conducting narrative INtEIVIEws 1s the systemadc violation of the role
expectations of both particpants. First, expectanons relating to the situagon of an
“interview” are violated, because (at least for the most part) questons in the usual semse
of the word are not asked. Second, rarely is an interviewee’s narrative of everyday Ife
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given. These violations of situational expectations often produce irritations in both parties,
which prevent them from settding down into the interview situation. Furthermore,
although being able to narrate may be an everyday competence, it is mastered to varying
degrees, Therefore, it is not always the most appropriate social science ggethod: “We
must assume that not all interviewees are capable of giving narrative presentations of
their lives. We meet reticent, shy, uncommunicative, or excessively reserved people not
only in everyday social life but also in biographical interviews” (Fuchs 1984, p. 249).
Additonally, some authors see problems in applying this method in foreign cultures,
because the validity of the narrative schema dominant in Western culture cannot simply
be presumed for other, non-Western cultures.

Because of these problems, interview training that focuses on active listening (i.¢.,
signaling interest without intervention and on how to maintain the relationship with
the interviewee) is necessary in this case, too. This training should be tailor-made for
the concrete research question and the specific target group whose narratives are
sought. For this, role-plays and rehearsal interviews are recommended here as well.
The recordings of these should be systematically evaluated by a group of researchers
for problems in conducung the interview and with the interviewer’s role behavior.

A precondidon for successfully conducting the interview is to explain the spe-
cific character of the interview situation to the interviewee. For this purpose, I sug-
gest paying special attengon to explaiming, in detail, targets and procedures during
the phase of recruiting interviewees.

What Is the Contribution to the General Methodological
Discussion?

The narragve interview and its attached methodology highlight a qualitagve interview’s
making of the responsive structure and experiences. A model that reconstructs the
internal logic of processes stresses the narrauve as a gestalt loaded with more than
statements and reported “facts” This also provides a solution to the dilemma of the
semi-structured interview: how to mediate between freedom to unfold subjective
viewpoints and the thematic direction and limitadon of what is mentioned. This
solution includes three elements:

* The primary orientation is to provide the interviewees with the scope to tell
their story (if necessary, for several hours) and to require them to do so.

* Concrete, structuring, or thematically deepening interventions in the interview
are postponed untl its final part in which the iterviewer may take up topics
broached before and ask more direct questions. The restriction of the structur-
ing role of the interviewer to the end of the interview and to the beginning is
linked to this.

* The generatve narrative question serves not only to stimulate the production of
a narrauve, but also to focus the narrative on the topical area and the period of
the biography with which the interview is concerned.
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The methodological discussion so far has dealt mainly with questions of how
interviewers should behave to keep a narrative going once it is simulated and to
enable it to be finished with the least disturbance possible. But the argument that a
good generative narrative question highly structures the following narrative has not
yet fully been taken into account. Imprecise and ambiguous generative narrative
questions often lead to narratives which remain general, disjointed, and topically
irrelevant. Therefore, this method is not the completely open interview that it 1s
often erroneously presented ds being in some textbooks. However, the structuring
interventions by the interviewer are more clearly localized than in other methods—
in their limitation to the beginning and the end of the interview. In the framework
thus produced, the interviewees are allowed to unfold their views unobstructed by
the interviewer as far as possible. Thus, this method has become a way of employing
the potential of narratives as a source of data for social research.

How Does the Method Fit into the Research Process?

Although dependent on the method used for interpretation, the theoretical back-
ground of studies using narrative interviews is mainly the analysis of subjective
views and activities. Research questions pursued from within this perspective focus
biographical processes against the background and in the context of concrete and
general circumstances (e.g., life situations such as a phase of professional orientation
and a certain social context and biographical period—the postwar period in
Germany). The procedure is mainly suitable for developing grounded theories (see
Chapter 8). A gradual sampling strategy according to the concept of theoreacal
sampling (see Chapter 11) seems to be most useful. Special suggestnons for inter-
preting narrative data gathered using this method have been made that mke mto
account their formal characteristics as well as their structure (see Chapter 25). The
goal of analysis is often to develop typologies of biographical courses as an inter-
mediate step on the way to theory building (see Chapter 31).

What Are the Limitations of the Method?
One problem linked to the narrative mterview is the following assumpton: that it
allows the researcher to gain access to factual experiences and event. This assumpuaon
is expressed in puttng narrative and experience in an analogous relanonship.
"However, what is presenited in a narrativé js cofistructed v a specific-form-daring— ey
the process of narrating, and memories of earlier events may be influenced by the ’
situation in which they are told. These are further problems which obstruct the real-
ization of some of the claims to the validity of the data, which are linked to the nar-
rative Interview.

Furtherfhore, it is necessary to critically ask another question before applying the
method. Is it as appropriate for your own research question, and above all for the
interviewees, to rely on the effectiveness of narradve constraints and entanglements
in a narrative, as it was during the developmental context of the method? The local
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politicians whom Schiitze originally interviewed with this method probably had
different reasons for and better skills at concealing awkward relations than other
potential interviewees. In the latter case, using this kind of strategy for eliciting bio-
graphical details also raises questions of research ethics. -

A more practical problem 1s the sheer amount of textual material in the tran-
scripts of narrative interviews. Additionally, these are less obviously structured (by
topical areas, by the interviewer’s questions) than semi-structured interviews. At the
very least, it 1s more difficult to recognize their structure. The sheer mass of unstruc-
tured texts produces problems in interpreting them. The consequence is often that
only a few but extremely voluminous case studies result from applying this method.
Therefore, before choosing this method you should decide beforehand whether it
is really the course (of a hife, a patent’s career, a professional career) that is central
to your research question. If it 1s not, the purposive topical steering allowed by a
semi-structured interview may be the more effective way to achieve the desired
data and findings.

Critical discussions provoked by this method have clarified the Limits of narra-
tives as a data source. These limits may be based on the issue of the interview in
each case: “It 1s always omb.- ‘the story of” that can be narrated, not a state or an
always recurring routine” (Hermanns 1995, p. 183). In the face of these limits of
narratives it should be settled. before applying this method, whether narratives are
appropriate as the only approach to the research qL‘(:‘ﬂ?iOI"J and the potenual inter-
and whether and with which other sorts of dam they should be combined.

Vviewees, and

b

The Episodic Interview

The starting point for the episodic interview (Flick 20003 20070, Ch. 5) is the
assumpton that subjetss’ experiences of a certain domain are stored and remem-
bered in forms of narrative—episodic and semantic knowledge. Whereas episodic
knowledge is organized closer to experiences and linked to concrete situations and
crcumstances, sernantic knowledge is based on assumptions and relations, which
are abstracted from these and generalized. For the former, the course of the situa-
tion in its context is the main unit around which knowledge is organized. In the
latter, concepts and their reladon to each other are the central units (Figure 14.1).

To access both forms of knowledge about a domain, T have designed a method
to collect and analyze narrative—episodic knowledge using narratives, while seman-
tic knowledge 1s made accessible by concrete pointed questions. However, it is n
so much a time-saving, pragmatic jumping between the data types “narrative’” ar
“answer” which is intended, but rather the systematic link between forms of know!-
edge that both types of data can make accessible.

The episodic interview yields context-related presentations in the form of 3 ~ar
rative, because these are closer to experiences and their generatve cons
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Semantic knowledge

{ @ Concept 2
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Situation 2
: interview
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Narrative

»| presentation

Situation 3

Episodic knowledge

FIGURE 14.1 Forms of Knowledge in the Episodic Interview

;
other presentational forms. They make the processes of constructing realities more
readily accessible than approaches which aim at abstract concepts and answers in a
strict sense. But the episodic interview is not an attempt to artificially stylize expe-
riences as a ‘narrate-able whole.” Rather it starts from episodic—situational forms of
experienual knowledge. Special attention is paid in the interview to situations or
episodes 1n which the interviewee has had experiences that seem to be relevant to
the question of the study. Both the form of the presentation (description or narra-
uve) of the situation and the selection of other situations can be chosen by the
mnterviewee according to aspect of subjecuve relevance.

In several domains, the episodic interview facilitates the presentaton of experi-
ences in a general, comparative form and at the same dme it ensures that those sit-
uanons and episodes are told in their specificity. Therefore, it includes a combination
of narratives oriented to situational or episodic contexts and argumentation that
peel off such contexts in favor of conceptual and rule-oriented knowledge. The

Ll v

out forcing the interviewee tosfinish a narrative against his or her intentions.

- ———Intervrewee s narmtive competence is used withoutrelying on zugzwangs and with-
: ; g g 2

What Are the Elements of the Episodic Interview?

The cenmalelement of this form of nterview Is that you recurrendy ask the mterviewee
to present narratives of situagons (e.g., If you look back. what was your first encounter
with television? Could you please recount that sitnanon for me?”). Also, you can men-
don chains of situations (“Please could you recount how your day yesterday went off,
and where and when technology played a part in 1c77).
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You will prepare an interview guide in order to orient the interview to the topical

domains for which such a narratve is required. In order to familiarize the interviewee

with this form of interview its basic principle is first explained (e.g.,“In this interview,

I w2l ask you repeatedly to recount situations in which you have had c®rtain experi-
ences with technology in general or with specific technologies”).

A
A
iy

“Which developments do you expect in the area of computers in the near future?

Please 1magine and tell me about a situation which would make this evolution clear

44444

for me!”). Such narrative incentives are complemented by questions in which you
ask for the interviewee’s subjective definitions (“What do you link to the word
elevision’ today?”). Also, you will ask for abstractive relations (“In your opinion,

iic

who should be responsible for change due to technology, who 1s able to or should
take the responsibility?”). This is the second large comp
accessing semanuc parts of everyday knowledge.

further aspect is the interviewee’s imaginations of expected or feared changes

Case Study 14.3 Technological Change in Everyday Life

In a comparative study, | conducted 27 episodic interviews on the perception and evaluation
of technological change in everyday life. In order to be able to analyze different per-
spectives on this issue, | interviewed information engineers, social scientists, and
teachers as members of professions dealing with technology in different degrees (as
developers of technology, as professional and everyday users of technology). The
interview mentioned the following topical fields.

The interviewees’ “technology biographies” (the first encourter with technology they
remember, their most important experiences linked to technology) were one point of
reference. The interviewees’ technological everyday life (how yesterday went off with
regard to where and when technology played a part in it; domains of everyday life like
work, leisure, housenoid, and technology) was the second.

As a response to the narrative incentive “If you can recall, what was your first
encounter with technology? Could you please recount that situation?”, the following

situation was recounted, for example:

I'was a girl, | am a girl, let's say, but | was always interested in technology, |
have to say, or and, well | was given puppets as usual. And then sometime,
my big dream, a train set, and uh yeah that train. | wound it up and put it on
the back of my sister's head, and then the little wheels turned. And the hair
got caught up in the train wheels. And then it was over with the technology,
because then my sister had to go to the hairdresser. The train had to be taken
to pieces, it was most complicated, she had no more hair on her head,
everybody said, “Oh how awful,” | cried because my train was taken to pieces.
That was already the end of the technology. Of course, | did not know 2t 2

what had happened, | did not realize at all what would happen. | don't know
what drove me, why | had the devil in me. She was sitting around anc

dhmi il W1

lex of questions aimed at

187
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before, don't really know. Probably not very long, and it was a great train.
Yeah, then it was over for a while. That was an experience, not a very positive
experience.

Another example is the following situation, which is remembered as a first encounter
with technology:

Yes, electric lights on the Christmas tree. | knew that already from that time,
yeah and that has impressed me deeply. | saw those candles at other
children’s houses and actually, nowadays would say that this is much
more romantic, much more beautiful. But at that time, of course, it was
impressive, if | turned on a candle, all the lights went off, yes, and when |
wanted. And that was just the case on the first Christmas holiday, it's a
holiday, the parents sleep longer. And the children, of course, are finished
with sleeping very early. They go out to the Christmas tree to continue .
playing with the gifts, which had had to be stopped on Christmas Eve. And |
could then turn on the candles again and everything shone again, and with
wax candles, this was not the case.

A large part of the interview focused on the use of various exemplary technologies
which. determine changes in everyday life in an extraordinary way (computer,
television). For these examples, definitions and experiences were mentioned. As a
response to the question “What do you link to the word ‘computer’ today?”, a female
information ergineer gave the following definition:

Computer, of course | must have an absolutely exact conception of that .
Computer, well, uh, must have a processor, must have a memory, can be
reduced to a Turing machine. These are very technical details. That means a
computer can't do anything except go left, go right and write on a tape, thatis a
model of the computer And | don't link more to it at all at first. This means, for
me, a Compuier 5. a t, ompietsly dull machine.

Conseguences of technological change in different areas (e.g., family Iife, children’s fife,
etc.) were focused across the different technologies. In each of these areas, narrative
incentives were complemented by conceptual-argumentative questions (Box 14.2). A
context protocol was written for every interview. The interviews showed the common
aspects of the different views, so that in the end an everyday theory of technological
change -could. be. formulated acrpss all_cases. They also showed gTO'L'}-:;yEC'_lc
differences in the views, so that every grou;}specrﬁc accentuation of this everyday theory
could be documented.

In this example, you can see how the episodic interview is applied to study a social
psychologcal issue. Here, narratives of specific situations are given and concepts and
definibons are mentioned.

T e . o B Rl e
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Box 14.2 Example Questions from the Episodic Interview

» What does “technology” mean for you? What do you associate with the word “technology™?
o When you look back, what was your first experience with technology? Could you

please tell me about this situation?

» If you look at your household, what part does technology play in it, and what has
changed in it? Please tell me a situation typical for that.

» On which occasion did you first have contact with a computer? Could you please tell
me about that situation?

» Have your relations with other people changed due to technologies? Please tell me
a typical situation.

« Please recount how your day yesterday went off and when technologies played a part in it.

» Which parts of your life are free of technology? Please tell me about a typical situation.

» What would life without technology look like for you? Please tell me about a situation
of this type, or a typical day.

« If you consider the life of (your) children today and compare it with your life as a child,
what is the part played by technology in each case? Please tell me about a situation
typical for that which makes this clear for you and me.

» What do you link to the word “television” today? Which device is relevant for that?

+ What part does TV play in your life today? Please tell me about a typical situation.

« What determines if and when you watch TV? Please tell me a situation typical for that.

» If you look back, what was your first encounter with TV? Flease tell me about that

uation.

» On which occasion did TV play its most important role in your life? Please tell me

out that situation.

here areas in your life in which you feel fear when technology enters? Please tell

Dout a situation dypical for that. :

wes you the impression that a certain technology or a device is outdated?

tell me about a typical situation.
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What Are the Problems in Conducting the Interview?

The general problem of interviews generating narratives—that some people have
greater problems with narrating than others—is also the case here. But it is qualified
here, because you will not request a single overall narrative—as in the narrative
Interview—but rather stimulate several delimited narratives. The problem of how tc
mediate the principle of recountng certain situations to the interviewee has o bhe
handled carefully in order to prevent situations (in which certain experiences
been made) from being mentoned but not recounted. _



190 AN INTRODUCTION TO QUALITATIVE RESEARCH

As in other forms of interviews, it 1s an essential precondition that you as the
interviewer have really internalized the principle of the interview. Therefore, I suggest
careful interview training using concrete examples here as well. This should focus
on how to handle the interview guide and, above all, how to sumulate narratives
and—where necessary—how to probe.

What Is the Contribution to the General Methodological
Discussion?

In episodic interviews, you try to employ the advantages of both the narrative inter-
view and the semu-structured interview. These interviews use the interviewee’s com-
petence to present experiences in their course and context as narratives. Episodes as an
object of such narratives and as an approach to the experiences relevant for the subject
under study allow a more concrete approach than does the narrative of the hife history.
In contrast to the narrative interview, routines and normal everyday phenomena are
analyzed with this procedure. For a topic like technological change, these routines may
be as instructive as the particulars of the interviewee’s history with technology.

In the episodic interview, the range of experiences 1s not confined to those parts that
can be presented in a narrative. As the interviewer you have more options to intervene
and direct it through a series of key questions concerning a subject recounting and
de‘ﬁnjng situations. Thus, the extremely one-sided and artficial situation given in the
narratve interview here is replaced by a more open dialogue in which narradves are
used as only one form of data. By linking narratives and questdon—answer sequences, this
method realizes the twriangulation of different approaches as the basis of data collection.

How Does the Method Fit into the Research Process?

The theoretical background of studies using the episodic interview is the social con-
structon of reality during the presentation of experiences. The method was developed
as an approach to social representatons. Therefore, research questons have mainly up
to now focused on group-specific differences in experiences and everyday knowledge.
The comparison berween certain groups is the goal of samphing cases (see Chapter 11).
The connection between a hinear and a arcular understanding of the research process
underlies 1ts applicanon. The data from episodic interviews should be analyzed with
the methods of thematc and theoredc coding (see Chapter 23).

Limitations of the Method PR
Apart from the problems already mentioned in conducting episodic interviews,
their applicatdon 1s limited to the analysis of everyday knowledge of certain objects
and ropics ahd interviewees” own history with them. As with other interviews, they
give access neither to actvities nor to interactions. However, these can be recon-
structed from the parucipants’ viewpoints and group-specific differences i such

experiences may be clarified.
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Narratives between Biography and Episode

Interviews primarily aiming at interviewees’ narratives collect data in th..e form of a

re comprehensive and structured whole—as a narrative of life histories or of
wcrete situanons mn which interviewees have had certain experiences. Thus, these
1ave and responsive to interviewees' viewpoints than other

nierviews m which concrete topics and the way these should be treated are pre-structured

uch by ] ons that are asked. Procedures generating narratives, however,
based on mterviewers’ inputs and ways of structuring the situation of collect-
2 data Which form of narratdve you should prefer as a source of data—the compre-
nensive biographical narraove in the narrative interview or the narrative of details that

C Ul iatMiCdl

re nked to situatons in the episodic interview—should be decided with regard to

methods of collectung data, as the programmatc discussions around the narrative inter-
view sometimes suggest. An alternative to creating a myth about narratives in such a
programmanc way 1s to reinoduce a dialogue between the interviewer and the inter-
viewee n the episodic mrerview. A second alternative is to stimulate this dialogue
among the members of a family in joint narratives of family histories. These will be

discussed in the second part of the next chapter.

KEY POINTS

« Narratives can be used in interviews to elicit a more comprehensive and contextualized
account of events and experiences.
oriented narratives.

» There are different ways of conceiving narratives in interviews—either as the main
form, standing alone, or embedded in different forms of questions.

« Not everything can be an issue for a narrative presentation. Sometimes other forms
of accessing experiences are needed to complement, or even replace, narratives.
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Further Reading

The Narrative Interview

The first two texts deal with the topic of biographical research, whereas the third
introduces the method in English:

Bertaux, D. (ed.) (1981) Biography and History: The Life History Approach to Social
Sciences. Beverly Hills, CA: Sage.

Denzin, N.K. (1988) Interpretive Biography. London: SAGE.

Ruosenthal, G. (2004) “Biographical Research,”in C. Seale, G. Gobo, ]J. Gubrium, and
D. Silverman (eds.), Qualitarive Research Practice. London: SAGE. pp. 48—65.

The Episodic Interview

In these texts, some applications and the methodological background of the
episodic interview can be found:

Flick, U. {1594) “Social Reptesentations and the Social Construction of Evervday
Knowledge: Theoretical and Methodological Queries.” Social Saence Informaiion,
33: 179197

Flick, U. (1995) “Secial Representadons,” in R. Harré. J. Smuth. znd L.v. Langenhove
(eds.), Rethinking Psychology. London: SAGE. pp. 70-56.

Flick, U. {2000a) “Episodic Interviewing,” in M. Bauer and G. Gaskell (eds.),
Qualitative Researching with Text, Image and Sound: A Practical Handbook. London:
S&GE. pp. T3-72.

Flick, U. (2007b) Managing Quality in Qualitative Research. London: SAGE. Ch. 5.

Narratives between Biography and Epilsode

To enter into a discussion of these questions more deeply, these two works of
Bruner are very instructive:

Bruner, ].%1987) “Life as Narratve,” Social Research, 54: 11-32.
Bruner, J. (1991) “The Narranve Construction of Reality,” Critical Inquiry, 18: 1-21.




