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Interviewing: Fear and 

Liking in the Field

Linda McDowell

You do not have to say anything. But it may 
harm your defence if you do not mention 
when questioned something you later rely on in 
court. Anything you do say may be given in 
evidence.

Police caution when arrested in the UK

WHAT MATTERS?

Words, stories, narratives matter. It is how we 
explain ourselves to others, how we justify 
our actions (or inaction), how we present 
ourselves to others. But interviews, like the 
classic police interview that starts with the 
verbal warning above, are also more than a 
straightforward or simple exchange of words. 
Relations of power and authority affect the 
nature of exchanges, most clearly in the 
police interview but in almost all social inter-
actions. And body ‘language’ matters too: a 
suspect may sweat or twitch, and avoid eye 
contact with the interrogator. In job inter-
views, where we are a supplicant rather than 
a suspect, we tend to ‘dress to impress’. In a 
recent UK guide to interviews for university 
candidates, for example, it was suggested 
that young women interviewees should 
avoid short skirts or large earrings which 
may distract the interviewer but in interviews 

that I have undertaken with women working 
in merchant bankers, some of the more senior 
and successful women suggested that dress-
ing to catch the eye, to stand out, is a better 
strategy when dealing with the banks’ clients. 
Clearly assumptions about the gender of the 
people to be impressed are also embedded in 
this contradictory advice to women.

So language, bodies, clothes, gender, 
clearly matter in the sorts of exchanges 
that take place in interviews. Commonsense, 
I hear you muttering, everybody knows that. 
Yet in human geography and the social 
sciences more generally, the significance of 
the personal nature of the interaction and the 
consequent impact of embodied social char-
acteristics was not widely accepted until rela-
tively recently. Now, however, these questions 
of embodiment as well as the affects of lan-
guage and questions about interpretation and 
representation have become central to philo-
sophical discussions in the social sciences 
including human geography, as well as to the 
nature and practice of talking to people in a 
wide range of circumstances and locations 
(see for example Pryke et al., 2003). For 
human geographers interested in the differ-
ence that place makes to the public and 
private lives of individuals, households, 
social groups, communities, gangs, outcasts, 

9

5317-DeLyser-09.indd   156 10/16/2009   5:36:05 PM



 INTERVIEWING: FEAR AND LIKING IN THE FIELD 157

hermits, wanderers, nomads, vagrants, pro-
fessionals, workers, government officials, 
children, patients – the list is long – talking 
to people, some form of personal interaction 
between researchers and the people we are 
interested in is the most obvious method of 
collecting ‘data’. But, as I have already inti-
mated, this relatively simple statement hides 
a multitude of complex issues which are 
the focus of this chapter and of two related 
chapters – those by Jacquie Burgess on focus 
groups and Peter Jackson and Polly Russell 
on collecting life histories. With interview-
ing, these methods are now amongst the most 
common of the qualitative approaches util-
ised by human geographers in the collection 
of information about past and present lives 
and the circumstances that influence the 
course that they take. And because interview-
ing does involve personal contacts and inter-
actions, it is perhaps the most exciting and 
the most challenging of the methods cur-
rently in wide use. 

I have been interviewing people in the UK 
during my entire academic career so far – 
from steel workers in Corby New Town, 
local authority officials in Brighton, bankers 
in the City of London, young men in Sheffield 
and Cambridge, parents in London and 
Manchester, Latvian migrants in Leicestershire 
and elsewhere and, most recently, new 
migrants from the European Union and else-
where working in service sector industries in 
Greater London. And yet each time, before 
I go to talk to the people I have identified as 
important to the aims of my work, my heart 
thumps, my palms sweat and I wonder 
whether I have the energy, confidence and 
the sheer check required to persuade them to 
share with me the sometimes intimate and 
occasionally painful details of their lives for 
what might seem to them to be very little 
return. The returns for me, perhaps unfairly, 
are much greater. I get to meet a range of 
interesting people often in circumstances that 
are new to me: people who tell me the most 
interesting and important things about their 
lives without necessarily expecting, or indeed 
wanting, reciprocal disclosures on my part. 
To add to this inequity, what they tell me 

eventually appears as a scholarly paper in an 
academic journal or as a book that other 
people then ask me to talk about, raising 
more new and interesting questions for me to 
consider. In this process as I have outlined it, 
the emphasis shifts from an initial focus on 
the lives and stories of the people interviewed 
to a focus on the researcher who becomes 
responsible for both the interpretation and 
the reception of other people’s lives.

Fieldwork, then, is often transformative 
for researchers but probably is much less 
often as exciting for those who are inter-
viewed, although here too in recent years, we 
spend rather more time than previously think-
ing about the impact of an interview on the 
people involved than perhaps we used to (see 
for example Eyles and Smith, 1988; Limb 
and Dwyer, 2001). In this chapter I want to 
try and capture something of the fear and the 
delight of interviewing, as well as address the 
philosophical and ethical issues raised rather 
than provide a detailed technical guide to 
informant selection, question order or analy-
sis and interpretation, although these ques-
tions will not be entirely ignored. There is 
already a whole series of useful articles, 
books, pamphlets, guides and on-line 
resources to turn too, that are easily available 
and accessible to novices, whether new 
researchers experimenting with different 
approaches or the lecturer who is asked to 
teach qualitative methods to beginners 
(Flowerdew and Martin, 1997; Kitchen and 
Tate, 2000; Mason, 2002; Silverman, 2000). 
Furthermore, many questions about data, 
confidentiality, analysis and interpretation 
that apply to interviews in general are 
addressed by Jackson and Russell in the suc-
ceeding chapter. So, this chapter is in a way 
an introductory exercise before their more 
detailed exposition.

WHY DO INTERVIEWS?

Perhaps the first question to think about is 
why interviews are a useful technique. As 
with all qualitative methods, the aim is to 
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probe an issue in depth: the purpose is to 
explore and understand actions within spe-
cific settings, to examine human relation-
ships and discover as much as possible about 
why people feel or act in the ways they do. In 
comparison to large-scale quantitative tech-
niques, interview methodologies typically 
aim for depth and detailed understanding 
rather than breadth and coverage. Interviews 
are often associated with case study 
approaches rather than attempts to include a 
large sample, although short postal schedules 
or telephone interviews are a common way 
of collecting a limited range of material from 
a large population. As the interviewer and 
interviewee are not co-present in these 
encounters, as the scale of the work usually 
is large and the questions straight forward 
(to avoid misunderstandings), this type of 
interview methodology might more accu-
rately be placed on the quantitative side of 
the methodological divide. 

What distinguishes most interviews, how-
ever, is the scope they provide for probing 
meanings and emotions: interviewing is an 
interpretative methodology. It is this claim 
that has been at the heart of a fascinating 
philosophical debate about interviews as 
social encounters for the last three decades or 
so. I want to capture the main arguments in 
what follows. But first a brief reminder: 
interviews are often used in association with 
other methods – both qualitative and quanti-
tative – in part as all social scientists who 
undertake interviews to explore what is going 
on in particular places and circumstance 
draw on a range of other methods to check 
our interpretations of what people tell them. 
Newspaper articles, census data, films, 
diaries may all be useful in providing both 
context and validation of the material 
collected through interviewing people.

WHERE TO START?

Undertaking interviews of any kind involves 
both a number of chronological decisions 

and stages as well as a set of philosophical, 
political and ethical issues that underpin both 
the initial decision to adopt interviews as part 
of or the main methodological strategy and 
the practical issues that are important at dif-
ferent stages of the research. Thus, questions 
about identification, contacts, interactions, 
interpretation and representation are impor-
tant at different stages in the process whereas 
issues of ethics, responsibility, equity, status 
and power underlie the whole process. It is 
these underlying issues about power and 
equality that I want to focus on in more 
detail, as well as arguments about the nature 
of knowledge constructed through fieldwork. 
It is here too that the debates in the social 
sciences about interviewing in particular and 
qualitative methods in general have been 
transformed in recent years. 

When I first started interviewing migrant 
men working in the steel industry as part of 
an undergraduate project in the early 1970s, 
there was a widespread and strongly-held 
belief that such an approach should and must 
conform to what were then the key standards 
of scientific method – that is rigour, objectiv-
ity and replication. The social characteristics 
of the researcher about to go out into the city 
streets or the villages of an unknown rural 
area were completely ignored, seen as irrel-
evant to the whole process and talk revolved 
around the nature of the ‘survey instrument’ 
that was to be utilised in the proposed 
exchange. The extract below from Ann 
Oakley’s book Becoming a Mother Martin
(1979) lays out the advice she received as 
a social researcher planning to undertake 
interviews and the dilemmas it raised when 
she started interviewing pregnant women in 
the early 1970s for her doctoral research. At 
the time she was a mother of a small child 
and she became pregnant herself half-way 
though her project. 

In the passage below Oakley (1979: 209) 
sets out the advice that was common at the 
time she began her research.

Regarded as an information-gathering tool, the 
interview is designed to minimise the local, con-
crete, immediate circumstances of the particular 
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encounter – including the respective personalities 
of the participants – and to emphasize only those 
aspects that can be kept general and demonstra-
ble enough to be counted. As an encounter 
between two particular people the typical inter-
view has no meaning; it is conceived in a frame-
work of other comparable meetings between 
other couples ... . (Denzin, 1970: 196)

But, as Oakley found, an interview is in 
practice a local and immediate encounter and 
the people involved in the exchange matter. 
‘Contrary to what the text-books say, 
researching and being researched are parts of 
human interaction’ (Oakley, 1979: 310). The 
pregnant women whom she interviewed 
asked questions about her circumstances, 
about being pregnant and wanted advice 
when they discovered that she was already a 
mother. She answered as best she could and, 
as she found, ‘there were times in the research 
when I began to confuse roles – researcher, 
pregnant woman, mother, feminist, partici-
pant observer and so on’ (Oakley, 1979: 4). 
‘The point is’, she concluded, ‘that academic 
research projects bear an intimate relation-
ship to the researcher’s life, however “scien-
tific” a sociologist pretends to be’ (p. 4). 
Interviews are not and can never be ‘typical’ – 
one instance among comparable others, as 
the methods textbooks then insisted, but 
instead capture the variety of meanings and 
experiences. Thus, through interviews, dif-
ference rather than similarity in experiences 
is explored and so generalisations may be 
challenged, as well as allowing into both the 
encounter and the resulting text the emotions 
and feelings of the subjects, and more recently 
the researcher.

In the years since Oakley began her 
research, feminist arguments about power 
and responsibility, about rapport and posi-
tionality (Gluck and Patai, 1991; Bell et al.,
1993; Professional Geographer, 1994), work 
by radical anthropologists about dialogic 
writing and the politics of texts (Clifford and 
Marcus, 1986), and in the 1990s the whole-
sale impact of post-modern work in the 
humanities and the social sciences (Roseneau, 
1992; Smart, 1993; Yeatman, 1994; Butler, 
2002) have revolutionised understandings of 

what is involved in interviewing, transform-
ing the relationship between thought and 
materiality. Those older ideas that the 
exchange of information involved in an inter-
view was independent of the social charac-
teristics of those involved or of the place, 
time of day, the topics involved or whether 
payment was involved or not have now been 
overturned, although it is important not to 
exaggerate the extent of the shift nor its 
immediacy. Indeed, recent debates about 
affect in human geography seem unaware of 
the long debate within feminist theory about 
the place of emotions in social encounters.

At the same time as Oakley was struggling 
with the advice to be neutral and scientific in 
the 1970s, other social researchers had begun 
to recognise that personalities and opinions 
mattered, although their emphasis was on 
how structures of power and inequality influ-
ence research encounters rather than on 
issues of inter-personal interactions, emo-
tions and feelings. Thus in a book published 
in the late 1970s based on ten personal 
accounts of doing research, it was argued that 
‘social research is political because the 
researcher has interests which may coincide 
with or contradict the interests of the 
researched. All social research has an end: 
the formulation of policy, the conservation, 
reform or radical transformation of the social 
situation being studied’ (Cass et al., 1978: 
143) so social science is a political endeav-
our. Here we see links between methodologi-
cal debates and some of the claims for a 
radical or critical practice of human geogra-
phy that were evident in the 1970s and 
1980s. I shall return to arguments about 
political purpose and transformative possi-
bilities of qualitative research at the end of 
the chapter.

LANGUAGE MATTERS

From the late 1970s onwards, then, there has 
been a wholesale challenge to the notions of 
scientific objectivity in interviewing and to 
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the transparency of the exchange of informa-
tion through careful consideration of what 
James Clifford and George Marcus (1986) 
termed the poetics and politics of all cultural 
exchanges. Language, it is now recognised, 
is not a neutral instrument of communication 
but instead it produces, as Judith Butler 
(1993) has noted, ‘the effects that it names’ 
(p. 2). ‘Reality’ is no longer assumed to be 
‘out there’, waiting to be discovered, named 
and described by social researchers but is 
itself constituted in and by discourse, and 
embodied interactions, as are the representa-
tions that we chose to construct from field-
work and interviewing. Thus we construct 
questions to ask and make knowledge claims 
on the basis of what we discover though the 
already existing conventions of language and 
discourse within which we are working. 

Here the work of Michel Foucault, the 
French historian and philosopher who was 
writing on the history of sexuality, the penal 
system, modern medicine and systems of 
classification in the second half of the twen-
tieth century, has had a significant influence 
on geographical practice and scholarship. He 
argued that all knowledge is constructed 
within interrelated sets of statements or dis-
courses that establish the ways in which it is 
possible to make statements about things. 
These discursive practices, he argues, are 
based in systems of power, in which it is pos-
sible only to make certain claims. Discursive 
practices thus establish what it is possible to 
speak about, to define and research. Such 
practices thus, Foucault (1977) argued, con-
struct ‘a delimitation of a field of objects, the 
definition of a legitimate perspective for the 
agent of knowledge and the fixing of norms 
for the elaboration of concepts and theories’ 
(p. 23). It might help to think through this 
claim with an example. 

Let’s go back to Ann Oakley’s work. 
Before she wrote her book on becoming a 
mother, she was responsible, almost single-
handedly, for putting the issue of housework 
on the social sciences agenda. Asking ques-
tions about and collecting information on 
who did what within the home had, before 

the publication of her book The Sociology of 
Housework in 1974, barely appeared at all on 
the agenda of sociology or geography. 
Because work was defined solely as waged 
labour in the labour market, what went on in 
private (and here is a second contested term – 
you might like to think about why the home 
was seen as a private arena despite its pene-
tration by all sort of capitalist goods and 
services and its regulation by state officials 
such as planners, health workers, and so 
forth), in the private sphere of the home was 
disregarded as a suitable subject for either 
theorisation or empirical investigation. In 
establishing how to explain this absence, 
views and opinions about the significance of 
women’s place in the contemporary world 
then become important. Individualist expla-
nations based on women’s choices or their 
natural aptitude for certain types of repetitive 
work leave little to explain, whereas different 
philosophical positions – perhaps based on 
the necessity of housework for the function-
ing of a capitalist economy or in beliefs 
about male power and the oppression of 
women – open the possibility of empirical 
investigation based in part on interviews with 
the key actors that feature in the different 
explanatory frameworks. Nicky Gregson and 
Michelle Lowe’s (1994) excellent book on 
commodified domestic work was one result 
of this re-conceptualisation of the signifi-
cance of housework and has been followed 
by a long series of investigations of what 
goes on in the ‘private’ sphere of the home in 
which interviewing has been a key method-
ological strategy (for just two more recent 
examples of work by geographers see Blunt, 
2005; Pratt, 2003).

It is clear then that starting a research proj-
ect involving interviewing is a complex 
matter. The very issues that we decide inter-
est us as well as the detailed questions that 
we plan to ask our interviewees are all set in 
the frame of already existing discourses, in 
our engagement in existing work and our 
commitment to a broader philosophical posi-
tion that underpins our decision to do a cer-
tain type of work. These questions about 
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power and poetics, about language, theory 
and context have become particularly signifi-
cant for geographers as one of the effects of 
the post-structural and post-modern turn in 
the 1990s has been a growing interest in the 
theoretical significance of place, in diversity, 
difference and particularity, and its signifi-
cance in the explanation of patterns of 
inequality. Some of these changes are cap-
tured in Doreen Massey’s book For Space
(2005) where she explores some of the com-
plex philosophical origins in her commit-
ment to theorising the significance of spatial 
diversity. 

Rather than searching for law-like regu-
larities in the lab or the library, the dominant 
purpose of those years of spatial science, 
many human geographers have (re)turned to 
fieldwork to explore difference and have 
adopted the interview as their main approach. 
However, theory, context and structures still 
matter. Like many theorists of the particular-
ity of place, I see it as constituted in the 
coincidence of social process and flows/
interconnections across different spatial 
scales. As always, for social researchers, the 
relationships between structures and agency, 
about constraints and choice, and the adop-
tion of different theoretical positions to 
explain these relationships influence our ini-
tial questions, our methodological strategies 
and how we interpret our findings. Although 
through interviews we often are searching for 
the difference that place makes, in interpreta-
tion we test these particularities against 
broader or more general theoretical explana-
tions of how we think the world works. Thus 
although Denzin’s advice to minimize ‘the 
local, concrete and immediate circumstances’ 
is now generally disregarded (and he has 
changed his own mind), for geographers the 
difference made by the local and concrete is 
often the very thing of interest. This local 
particularity or difference, however, typically 
is interpreted within a broader structural con-
text. Indeed as I have argued elsewhere 
(McDowell, 2004), I believe that one of 
the key issues in contemporary theorising 
in human geography is how to combine a 

discursive relational approach to difference 
and particularity with the continuing signifi-
cance of categorical inequalities.

TALKING TO WHICH OTHERS 
ABOUT WHAT?

I want now to assume that detailed reading 
and the development of an acceptable philo-
sophical framework and a set of beliefs about 
what needs to be done has resulted in the 
identification not only of a research topic but 
a potential set or sets of people to interview. 
Actually identifying, contacting and arrang-
ing to meet interviewees often raises compli-
cated logistical and ethical questions. And 
here too the philosophical notions that lie 
behind such encounters have also changed in 
recent years. Rather than being a transparent, 
straightforward exchange of information, the 
interview is a complex and contested social 
encounter riven with power relations. To a 
large degree, the social researcher is a sup-
plicant, dependent upon the cooperation of 
interviewees, who must both agree to partici-
pate and feel willing and able to share with 
the interviewer the sorts of information on 
which the success of the work will depend. 
When interviewing the powerful – perhaps 
politicians, government officials, media 
‘stars’ or whomsoever – the interviewer is 
frequently the less powerful party in the 
encounter but might also have in common 
social or educational background, class posi-
tion or accent with the interviewees, leading 
to a sense of ease in the exchanges. 

In other cases, however, interviewers are 
less obviously supplicants when the intervie-
wees are much younger, less educated, or 
less socially skilled than they are and here 
care has to be taken not to intimidate or over-
whelm potential participants. Even so, grow-
ing numbers of people have at least some 
experience of being interviewed: at school, 
for college entry, by their doctor, in applica-
tions for loans, as part of opinion polls and 
talk shows. Indeed, the interview is now such 
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a ubiquitous feature of everyday life that 
some scholars have characterised the USA 
as ‘the interview society’ (Silverman, 1993; 
Atkinson and Silverman, 1997). The 
police interview that I began with or the 
research interview at issue here are now 
the norm rather than exceptions. As the con-
temporary media have become more and 
more intrusive it seems as if almost any 
member of the population is fair game for the 
most intrusive type of questioning. Indeed in 
their chapter on interviewing in a huge and 
comprehensive handbook on qualitative 
methods (interestingly co-edited by the same 
Denzin discussed by Ann Oakley: see Denzin 
and Lincoln, 2005), Andre Fontana and 
James Fey (2005) have suggested, drawing 
on Jaber Gubrium and James Holstein (1998), 
that ‘the interview has become a contempo-
rary means of storytelling in which persons 
divulge life accounts in response to interview 
enquiries’ (p. 699). 

Interviewers, nevertheless, often have to 
work hard to secure agreement and involve-
ment and even harder to construct an encoun-
ter in which the exchange is both sufficiently 
collaborative to make the ‘respondents’ feel 
comfortable and that their participation is 
highly valued while at the same time not 
being overly intrusive or too focused on the 
interviewer’s own life, values and beliefs. It 
has been suggested that revealing something 
of yourself, your own circumstances and 
feelings is a way to persuade interviewees of 
your good faith. However, getting personal 
should be more than just a way of squeezing 
more information out of people, but rather a 
way of creating both greater empathy and 
attempting to reduce the power differentials 
in the actual encounter, even if this is wishful 
thinking at the broader social scale. The idea 
that the interview exchange is more of a col-
laboration than an interrogation has now 
permeated geographical research and in 
common with anthropologists, geographers 
are now much more aware of the ways in 
which an interview is and should be an inter-
active and reflexive exchange wherever 
possible.

In establishing contact and arranging inter-
views, researchers must always follow the 
ethical code of their own institution and pro-
fessional association. As a general rule, chil-
dren and young adults under the age of 18 
must not be interviewed alone and parental 
permission must be sought. In the UK, a 
police check is also necessary for those 
hoping to work with children. The ethical 
and practical issues that arise working with 
children and young people are discussed in 
more detail in papers by inter alia Stuart 
Aitken (see Aitken and Thomas, 1997; 
Aitken, 2001), Gill Valentine (1999) and 
Linda McDowell (2001). Similar issues are 
raised and codes of conduct apply in interac-
tions with groups in the population who 
might be regarded as ‘vulnerable’ – the very 
elderly perhaps, people who are confused or 
ill, or those whose lives and livelihood are in 
other ways insecure. 

A good guide for making the initial con-
tact and deciding where to meet, assuming 
the interview involves face-to-face interac-
tion rather than being either an e-survey or 
based on a telephone interview is to use 
empathy and try and imagine yourself in 
the pace of the interviewees. Will they be 
scared by your approach? How much will 
they know or understand about your work? 
Do you want to see them in their place 
of work or study, at home (theirs or yours?) 
or on neutral ground and why? What differ-
ence will these decisions make? How will 
the interviewees react to you? Will they take 
you seriously? Are you too different to be 
able to establish a connection? Here I often 
reflect on my naivety when as a young white 
undergraduate student I interviewed steel 
workers in Corby New Town. These were 
men from the former Yugoslavia, Latvia 
and Ukraine who had fled Soviet repression 
and, after a period in displaced persons 
camps in Germany, had become workers 
in heavy industry in the UK. What possible 
point of contact could I have with them? 
And yet my unthinking confidence and 
their courtesy made the encounter both 
possible and interesting (at least for me) as 
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I collected narratives of displacement that 
much later led to a new research project with 
women who had come to England as ‘volun-
teer workers’ at the same time (McDowell, 
2005). In the 1970s, however, we did not 
use the word ‘narrative’ and much of the 
personal information these men told 
me about their hopes and fears for their 
lives in the UK disappeared in the eventual 
product – a dissertation based on a factorial 
ecology. 

Although in this case my initial focus and 
aims and the eventual result coincided, partly 
I think because I was too inexperienced to 
realise the value of what I had actually col-
lected, in the initial encounter with their 
research ‘subjects’, interviewers must be 
aware of the provisional nature of their 
intended research focus. The range and scope 
of the research may be open to re-definition 
or renegotiation once contact is made with 
the participants in the research endeavour. 
Here’s Philippe Bourgois (1995), whose 
wonderful study of crack dealers in 
New York City is an inspiration for all quali-
tative researchers, talking about how his 
research focus identified itself:

I was forced into crack against my will. When I first 
moved to East Harlem – ‘El Barrio’ – as a newlywed 
in the Spring of 1985, I was looking for an 
inexpensive New York City apartment from which 
I could write a book on the experience of poverty 
and ethnic segregation in the heart of one of 
the most expensive cities in the world. On the level 
of theory, I was interested in the political economy 
of inner-city street culture. From a personal, politi-
cal perspective, I wanted to probe the Achilles 
heel of the richest industrialised nation of the 
world by documenting how it imposes racial 
segregation and economic marginalisation on 
so many of its Latino/a and African-American 
citizens. (p. 1)

So here, Bourgois makes clear both the 
theoretical assumptions that underlie his 
choice of subject and location as well as his 
own political position, illustrating my earlier 
arguments about how theory and politics 
structure the choice of what to study. When 
he and his wife arrived in NYC, however, he 
found rather than exploring a range of street 
activities, selling and smoking crack imposed 

itself as the focus because of its growing 
significance in the area.

I had never even heard of crack when I first arrived 
in the neighbourhood – no-one knew about this 
particular substance yet … by the end of the year, 
however, most of my friends, neighbours and 
acquaintances had been swept into the multibil-
lion-dollar crack cyclone: selling it, smoking it, 
fretting over it. (p. 1)

So crack took over both as Bourgois’ focus 
and, to a large extent, his life, as he talked to 
his interviewees in a range of places includ-
ing on the street and in crack houses and in 
his own apartment where their behaviour 
often repulsed his family. Furthermore, his 
field-work raised difficult ethical issues 
about, for example, his possible involvement 
in illegal activities and in the inevitable 
encounters with law enforcement agencies 
that were part of his time on the streets. His 
class, accent and skin colour all had to be 
negotiated not only with his informants but 
also in encounters with the police:

I was almost never harassed by the street sellers; at 
worst they simply fled from me or ignored me. On 
the other hand, I was repeatedly stopped, searched, 
cursed and humiliated by New York City police 
officers on the beat. Form their perspective there 
was no reason for a white boy to be in the neigh-
bourhood unless he was an undercover cop or a 
drug addict, and because I am skinny they instantly 
assumed the latter. (Bourgois, 1995: 30)

While Bourgois’ work raises questions of 
access and the performance of identity in 
perhaps extreme forms in its focus on illegal 
street activities, all researchers must address 
similar issues of how to negotiate their iden-
tities, especially in the initial contact. In my 
own work, I have often made the wrong deci-
sion in, for example, how I contacted people 
or in the methods I used to elicit opinions. In 
the work in Corby New Town that I have 
already mentioned, I appeared unannounced 
on the doorsteps of eastern European 
migrants, wielding an officious looking clip-
board and so appearing as a rather threaten-
ing ‘official’ despite my (then) youth. And to 
my surprise now, nobody challenged me or 
even asked how I had acquired their name, 
nor did they ask about the purpose of the 
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research. More recently, in selecting and 
interviewing young men with little educa-
tion, I over-estimated their literacy and 
embarrassed one or two by giving them a 
too-complicated newspaper cutting as a 
stimulus to talk about sex. 

And like Bourgois, I too have had the 
experience of my research focus being 
changed by circumstances. In my case, it was 
in the study of migrant women’s lives in 
post-war Britain (see McDowell, 2005). My 
initial aim was to critically explore the hege-
monic image of domestic femininity that 
was established in post-war Britain and so 
I decided to explore the lives of a group of 
women who were clearly non-conformists, 
that is women in the labour market during the 
late 1940s and throughout the 1950s. I chose 
as possible interviewees a group of Latvian 
women who had come to the UK between 
1946 and 1949 as migrant workers, recruited 
by the British Government to work in female-
employing sectors that were short of labour – 
textiles, hospitals and various forms of 
institutional domestic service. I worked hard 
to produce an unstructured questionnaire 
schedule to explore the intersections and 
contradictions between their home and 
‘working’ lives, but these women, when 
I began to talk to them, had a clear set of 
ideas about what they wanted me to know: 
about Soviet aggression in Latvia (one of the 
three Baltic states), about the German and 
Soviet occupations, about the years they 
spent in displaced persons’ camps in post-
war Germany. Only then would they turn to 
what was to them the relatively unimportant 
topic of their lives in the UK. And so my 
research changed and the eventual book is as 
much about the Second World War and about 
national memory as it is about divisions of 
labour in post-war Britain.

Times have changed, of course, and in the 
‘interview society’, people are now more 
cautious and more savvy about being 
interviewed. In the work with bankers for 
example, I was subjected to intense cross-
questioning about the research aims. Here is 
a further ethical dilemma: how much should/

must a researcher reveal about the purpose 
of the work to facilitate access? In general, 
I believe in honesty and openness but this 
principle might conflict with access and with 
the quality of the interview encounter. Was it 
reasonable of me to present myself to the 
gatekeepers in the merchant banks where 
I interviewed workers in the mid-1990s as 
interested in human capital and personnel 
policies or should I have admitted to a theo-
retical (and practical) interest in women’s 
oppression, discrimination against women 
and members of minority groups, in sexual-
ised workplace cultures and their effects? In 
all these examples, too, whether with male 
workers in heavy industry, with bourgeois 
bankers in the City of London, with working 
class young men and with elderly women of 
my mother’s age, issues of class, gender, 
accent, previous experiences and shared (or 
not) knowledge make a difference to the 
encounter. There are no easy guidelines 
about establishing contact and rapport, 
although practice certainly helps and cour-
tesy, a certain degree of persistence and 
open-mindedness are essential. 

HOW TO DO IT?

One the difficult issues of what the focus of 
research should be and who to talk to in order 
to construct a detailed picture of what is 
going on, the more mundane details of what 
sort of interviewing to undertake tend to pale 
into insignificance. But here too questions 
about empathy, power and control, and the 
degree of mutual respect and collaboration 
that is achievable influence decisions. 
Interviewing ranges from the more to the less 
formal through the use of structured to 
unstructured sets of questions (sometimes 
grandly called the survey instrument) and 
what to chose depends both on the intervie-
wees and on the skill and confidence of the 
interviewers. It is easier to administer a 
formal questionnaire survey than a less 
structured one but only if the respondents 
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(and the interviewer) are prepared to stick to 
the themes. The best advice I was ever given 
at an early stage in my career was not to talk 
so much. Although it is hard advice to follow, 
allowing silences is often productive.

Doing interviews on your own is often 
harder than with a colleague, but two of you 
may seem intimidating. But then one of 
you can write notes while the other does the 
questioning, unless you decide to record the 
interview. Recording raises questions about 
unease and about confidentiality, as well as 
operating the machine and making sure it 
is still recording, as well as needing to 
transcribe the material afterwards. In the 
next chapter on life histories, Jackson and 
Russell provide an excellent guide to doing 
and analysing interviews so I shall not repeat 
their advice here. Instead, I want to return 
to the questions about power, language 
and representation I began this chapter 
with and conclude with some comments 
about multiple voices and the ‘crisis’ of 
representation.

WHOSE VOICES ARE/SHOULD BE 
HEARD? WHO’S LISTENING? WHO 
ARE YOU WRITING FOR?

As I argued in the introduction, doing inter-
views involves a set of political acts and 
negotiations of power differentials. This 
argument applies just as strongly to the 
analysis and interpretation of interviews and 
to deciding how and what to ‘write up’. 
Representations and writing are also political 
acts. The researcher has to decide whose 
voices will be heard in the text (the majority 
of human geographers rely on textual repre-
sentation although more recently visual and 
other forms of representation are becoming 
more common – see Crang, in this volume; 
Rose, 2001). Indeed, it might be that the 
interviewees themselves could/should be 
involved both in interpretation and writing, 
helping to select which parts of the inter-
views are include and which are excluded, 

although to my knowledge such a method 
has never been used by geographers. Many 
of us, however, give our respondents draft 
texts to read, whether returning their own 
interview after transcription or involving 
them in reading drafts of future articles or 
policy documents. This opens up the pros-
pect of producing a range of alternative 
discourses, which are (should be?) based in 
and on a collaborative encounter between 
researchers and their interviewees rather than 
on the straightforward transcription of trans-
parent stories for an, usually academic, audi-
ence. But it also runs the risk of different 
degrees of censorship, from an interviewee 
perhaps refusing permission for a sensitive 
part of the interview to be used to outright 
refusal, perhaps by the more powerful, for 
the interviews to be used at all.

Even if less dialogic methods are possible 
or desirable, all interviewers are faced with 
the decision of whose voices and what claims 
should be heard in the text that eventually 
supersedes the interviews. In some cases, 
perhaps especially, although by no means 
always, in work with deprived or extremely 
disadvantaged groups, ethical questions 
about whether to include information about, 
for example, involvement in illegal activities, 
in tax fiddles, in working off the books for 
example, become important. It is also essen-
tial to avoid a ‘warts and all’ voyeuristic 
description, even a celebration, of the lives of 
the poor and desperation, ensuring that vul-
nerable participants are not exploited. Other 
groups – the policemen, for example, inter-
viewed in East London by Michael Keith 
(1992), the young men in Cambridge and 
Sheffield to whom I talked and the crack 
dealers whose lives Bourgois portrayed so 
vividly – are often racist and sexist in their 
attitudes and speech. Interviewers may both 
find these views offensive and off-putting 
and may also want to avoid reinforcing popu-
lar stereotypes of young men and yet want to 
accurately portray the texture of people’s 
lives. What sort of judgements face inter-
viewers in these cases? In the extract below 
I repeat some of the questions that I found 
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myself addressing as I interviewed young 
school leavers.

Is it appropriate, for example, to discuss 
semi-criminal and illegal activities at a time 
when young men are being demonised in the 
press as feckless or troublesome? What 
should be done with information about dif-
ferent ways of making a living if they involve 
tax or benefit fraud? How should the connec-
tions between troubling individual behav-
iours and attitudes (racist, sexist and 
homophobic acts for example) and macroso-
cial changes be represented when the partici-
pants of research expressly do not make 
these connections? What about naming acts 
as abuse if the informants do not call it this? 
Is it ethical, as Fine and Weiss (1996) ask to 
‘display the voyeuristic dirty laundry that lit-
ters our data base?’ and further, ‘how can we 
risk romanticizing or denying the devastating 
assault on poor and working class families 
launched by the state, the economy, neigh-
bours and sometimes kin?’ (pp. 258–9) 
(McDowell, 2001: 96–7).

To these questions, I now add another as 
well as suggest an appropriate response. If 
there is a possibility that interviewees might 
be prosecuted because of something they 
revealed, is the researcher obliged based on 
some abstract notion of truth to fully and 
accurately record, transcribe and publish the 
entire interview? These judgments are par-
ticularly hard in case where interviewees 
reveal that they have been victims of, say, 
bullying or other forms of verbal or bodily 
abuse. Here, recommended practice is to 
advise interviewees of appropriate sources of 
advice and help or to ask their permission to 
speak to someone on their behalf. At a more 
general level, however, all interviewers are 
faced with complex decisions about repre-
sentation.

As well as deciding whom to include and 
what parts of their interview – or indeed as 
part of this decision – the intended audience 
and the purpose of the written piece (or less 
usually a video, an exhibition, or another 
form of performance) affects the nature of 
the argument and the ways in which it is 

presented. As Bourgois (1995) argued in 
his book, ‘in the US there are few nuances in 
the popular understanding of the relationship 
between structural constraints and individual 
failure’ (p. 15). As a consequence, he sug-
gests that intellectuals typically have evaded 
their responsibilities, by either not address-
ing the devastating urban poverty that is 
still current in wealthy societies or by pro-
ducing ‘positive representations of the 
oppressed that those who have been poor, or 
who have lived among the poor, know to be 
completely unrealistic’ (p. 15). Further, 
Bourgois argued that he often received a hos-
tile reception among scholars when he 
presented the results of this work: his aca-
demic peers either reacted in outrage or sug-
gested that his findings would be used against 
the poor. 

In my work with white working class 
boys, I have been accused of denying the 
effects of racism on school achievement by 
not including young men of colour and, in a 
much earlier period, when feminist argu-
ments about interpretative and contextual 
research were not acceptable within geogra-
phy, my work has been dismissed as either 
lacking objectivity or being ‘political’. While 
the world of scholarship has changed almost 
immeasurably, it is clear that careful thought 
about the audiences for and about the recep-
tion of different forms of text is remains sig-
nificant. Most social researchers (most 
geographers) undertaking interviews tend to 
have a particular audience or audiences in 
mind, and write in light of their concerns, 
although sometimes it is hard to identify the 
multiple audiences who might be interested. 
The answer to the question ‘For whom am 
I writing?’ may include for, with and about 
the informants (which are not at all the same 
thing), for the funding body, for academic 
peers, for the next research assessment 
exercise, to improve one’s own status, to 
gain promotion or more nobly to influence 
policy makers, even to change the world. 
Sometimes it is difficult to disentangle these 
audiences and motives and to address their 
implications.
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REPRESENTING THE ‘OTHER’: ISSUES 
OF DISSEMINATION AND ADVOCACY

For student interviewers, the decision about 
audience and reception typically is more 
straight forward. The dissertation is usually 
the main or the most immediate output and 
so the audience is the examination panel. 
Here a set of conventions usually constrains 
the form of writing and presentation. Similar 
conventions operate when the final product is 
an academic article. But other outputs and 
different forms of presentation are also sig-
nificant. The research may have been funded 
by a sponsor who expects a set of policy pro-
posals. Alternatively, the researcher may be 
writing as an advocate of a particular group 
or point of view, with the aim of influencing 
political debate or decisions. 

Many human geographers assert their 
belief in ‘critical’ research – research which, 
drawing on Nancy Fraser’s (1989) definition, 
‘frames its research program and its concep-
tual framework with an eye to the aims and 
activities of those oppositional social move-
ments with which it has a partisan, although 
not uncritical, identification’ (p. 113). The 
usual aim of critical social research is to tra-
verse the boundaries between research, 
policy, activism and theory construction (see 
for example Kobayashi, 2001), which raises 
the issues about advocacy but also whether 
and what extent interview-based research 
may have an impact not only in challenging 
the representation of social groups but also in 
the amelioration of inequality and injustice. 
In the case of my own work with under-
educated young men, which I hoped fell into 
the category of critical research, I had four 
interconnected aims, all of which influenced 
the ways in which I designed and undertook 
the research, as well as how to write about 
it. This is what I argued at a time when I was 
just at the end of the second round of inter-
views: 

First, I want to contribute to challenging the 
increasingly dominant and stereotypical designa-
tion of young working class men as ‘yobs and 
thugs’1 that has become common in Government 

pronouncements on youth issues. Through both 
personal experiences and theoretical reading, I was 
aware that the ways in which young men behave 
and perform their masculinity were more varied 
than this singular view. This knowledge linked 
directly to my second aim: to contribute to the 
growing work in the broad area of scholarship in 
gender studies that attempts to combine a struc-
tural understanding of inequality and limited 
opportunities and discursive, post-structural analy-
ses of identity (see for example Segal, 1999). 
Thirdly, although the young men with whom 
I talked were clearly at a transition in their lives, in 
the sense that they completed their compulsory 
schooling and moved into new forms of work or 
study during the year in which I interviewed them, 
I also want to contribute to recent youth debates 
that emphasise the variety and longevity in such 
transitions [rather than a singular view of a single 
successful transition] …. Finally, and perhaps of 
greatest importance, as the work was funded by 
the Joseph Rowntree Foundation which is a 
UK-based institution funding policy research, 
I hope to contribute to current policy debates 
about youth services, about raising the level of the 
minimum income and, indeed including presently-
excluded 16 and 17 year old employees, about 
improving income support for the low paid and 
the provision of flexible forms of further education 
provision. In common with other critical studies of 
the attitudes and actions of less privileged groups, 
I hope to show that actions that are often seen as 
irrational or illegal are, in fact, economically rational 
given the ways in which the tax and benefit sys-
tems, for example, systematically discriminate 
against or exclude certain individuals, including 
young people. I wanted to demonstrate the huge 
efforts being made by these young men, in rela-
tively adverse circumstances, to construct what 
appears to them to be a respectable life. (McDowell, 
2001: 95)

Looking back, and after the publication of 
a book based on this work (McDowell, 
2003), I not sure that I have been equally suc-
cessful in achieving all these aims. I hope 
I achieved the academic aims, but I am much 
less certain that I have had any impact on 
policy formulation, although I have presented 
my work to a wide range of teachers in dif-
ferent types of schools, many, but not all of 
them dealing with ‘difficult’ boys. Complex 
questions about dissemination and influence 
are important as well as the willingness and 
opportunity to contribute in significant policy 
arenas and I do not think I tried hard enough 
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to get politicians and other policy innovators 
to read my work. In part, my relative failure 
lies in not thinking hard enough about differ-
ent forms of writing and multiple dissemina-
tion strategies. Sending an academic book to 
policy makers is seldom the best way to 
influence their debates.

A final issue that I grappled with in this 
and more recent work with women migrants 
(McDowell, 2005) is both how to involve the 
people to whom I talked in the process of 
representing their lives and to return the text 
to them. Informants are active participants in 
the initial stages of the research process and 
are able to (re)-direct the course of the con-
versations in which they are participants but 
they tend to have much less power in the later 
stages. Practices differ: some interviewers 
return transcripts to their interviewees, others 
send drafts of their text but this demands 
considerable time and resources from inter-
viewees – much more than a simple commit-
ment to take part in an interview. 

Once the work is complete, it seems only 
courteous to send copies of papers and books 
to interviewees, as well as to the funding 
body and academic outlets. Yet, academic 
prose is often inaccessible and furthermore, 
re-presenting the lives of informants in the 
context of structural inequalities, especially 
if they are the victim of these forces, may 
seem brutal. Although many of the young 
men to whom I spoke recognised the poverty 
of the opportunities that faced them, I still 
shied away from presenting such an interpre-
tation of their lives to them. I chose to talk to 
them because they were ‘low achievers’ at 
school and had little chance of a ‘career’ but 
it is a different matter to make this brutally 
plain in a written version of their lives. I did 
in fact send a short (four page) summary 
of my findings to each of them and although 
I spoke to them all again a year or so 
later, none of them commented on what I had 
written.

When I finished the book based on long 
life history interviews with women migrants 
from Latvia to the UK, I sent a copy to each 
woman as a gesture towards repayment of 

my huge debt to them. I also presented some 
of the ‘findings’ to an audience at the Latvian 
Embassy, finding it difficult to represent 
women’s lives to an audience that included 
many of the women whom I had interviewed. 
But the response was generally good: many 
women appreciated having a concrete record 
of what they suggested was a largely ‘forgot-
ten history’ and I was moved by the woman 
who told me she had given the book to her 
grandson: ‘now he understands’. But some 
reactions surprised me – one woman hated 
the title of the book Hard Labour, suggesting 
it implied that she had been a prisoner in 
a Soviet labour camp. And at the Embassy, 
I found myself facing hostility from many of 
the men present who resented what they saw 
as the absence of their lives. Fine words 
about women’s history, the perspectives of 
the Other and so on had limited effect.

Despite Bourgois’s (1995) cynicism about 
contemporary practices and his belief in the 
need for committed academics, he ultimately 
left the judgement of his work to the reader 
of his book: ‘I do not know if it is possible 
for me to present the story of my three and a 
half years of residence in El Barrio without 
falling prey to a pornography of violence, or 
a racist voyeurism – ultimately the problem 
and the responsibility is also in the eyes of 
the beholder’ (p. 18). Is this a sufficient 
response? I value the comments from the 
women whose lives are at the centre of my 
book (our book?) perhaps more than the aca-
demic reviews but still want favourable 
responses from my academic peers.

A CRISIS/LIMITS OF 
REPRESENTATION?

In this final section I want to conclude by 
pursuing the question of the relationships 
between politically-inspired forms of work 
based on a notion of advocacy and issues of 
writing and representation in a little more 
detail. Bourgois included in his book a cri-
tique of the sort of work advocated by the 
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anthropologists Clifford and Marcus. Clifford 
and Marcus in their championing of both 
‘poetics and politics’ have embraced of a 
type of work that is complex, multiple and 
polyphonic – that includes not only multiple 
voices but different points of view. Bourgois 
(1995) believes that the form of writing that 
has characterised ethnographic and inter-
view-based work in the last decade or so has 
been profoundly elitist and so relatively inac-
cessible to policy makers and almost entirely 
so to the people represented within these 
texts. Thus, Bourgois suggests that: 

Although postmodern ethnographers often claim 
to be subversive, their contestation of authority 
focuses on hyperliterate critiques of form through 
evocative vocabularies, playful syntaxes, and 
polyphonous voices, rather than engaging with 
tangible daily struggles. Postmodern debates titil-
late alienated suburbanised intellectuals; they are 
completely out of touch with the urgent social 
crises of the inner-city unemployed. (1995: 14)

While there may be force in this argument, 
I think Bourgois evades the question of mul-
tiple audiences for social research and the 
importance of different forms of writing. 
However, in the decade since his critique of 
postmodern playfulness, an even more seri-
ous criticism has been levelled at social 
research and specifically at the (im)possibil-
ity of representing the lives of others. In 
geography this critique has been summed up 
in a turn to non-representational theory. 
While Bourgois argued for a return to a sim-
pler form of writing and what he saw as a 
more accurate representation of the lives of 
others, in the last decade or so, a number of 
influential critical theorists in the discipline 
of geography have developed a forceful 
analysis of the limits to representation. Nigel 
Thrift is a key figure in this critique (1996, 
2003). In a useful (critical) summary of this 
non-representational turn, Noel Castree 
(2004) outlines the three charges that Thrift 
has levelled at work which relies on repre-
sentational theory. 

First, representation is about distance – a scholastic 
disposition that divorces putative ‘observers’ from 
‘objects’. Second, representation is about codifica-
tion – it seeks to ‘fix’ or capture the represented as 

if it or they possess(es) some stable identity. Third 
. . . representation is about cognition, speech and 
vision, as if these were the only or privileged way 
of knowing things and, thus, of doing things. 
(p. 472)

Now, it is clear from what I have argued so 
far that these criticisms have all concerned 
qualitative researchers for many years. Ways 
of reducing distance, of emphasising inter-
connection and the significance of the rela-
tionship between ‘observer’ and ‘object’, and 
of recognising the fluidity, complexity and 
context dependence of social identity have all 
had a significant impact on practices. Ideas 
about more fluid, provisional encounters 
between subjects and analysts are important. 
Furthermore, as Steve Hinchliffe (2001; 
2003) has argued, contingent and incomplete 
encounters in the world involve not only rela-
tions between human subjects but the involve-
ment of numerous corporal non-human and 
inorganic entities as we enter a ‘cyborg’ 
world (Haraway, 1991). This means that a 
wider range of ‘actants’ may have to be con-
sidered in any research encounter, including 
the many non-human species and objects 
with which we have daily interactions and 
which even make life possible.

It is almost impossible, however, to imag-
ine how any researcher might avoid represen-
tation entirely, as well, I would suggest, 
impossible to evade the political implications 
of our work (although this is not what the 
non-representational theorists are arguing, 
but rather for a new form of less hierarchical 
politics). But however complex, fluid, multi-
ple and contingent social relations are, the 
very act of naming something, perhaps even 
thinking about it, always, however temporar-
ily, constitutes an ordering or a representa-
tion of a relationship. Despite this ‘fixing, 
Thrift’s (2003) advice to remain open to 
multiple possibilities in our research encoun-
ters is useful. He advises researchers to 
work in ‘a spirit of generosity towards 
the world’ acknowledging ‘people’s increas-
ingly extended and unexpected capacities’ 
(p. 74), as new technologies reconfigure and 
make possible different types of encounters. 
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Even so, it still seems unavoidable that, as 
critical academics committed to engaged 
scholarship, we have to intervene in the 
sphere of and through representations of the 
world, which may extend beyond the text to 
various forms of artistic representations, 
including art and dance, writing about and 
representing the diversity of human and non-
human interaction in place in ways that con-
tribute to a politically-progressive agenda. 

As interviewers, we cannot and should not 
evade the academic and political responsibil-
ity of speaking for/on behalf of others through 
interpretations of the world that start, if not 
end, with the personal interactions that take 
place in interviews and the ways in which we 
interpret these through the lens of our philo-
sophical, theoretical and political frame-
works. What may seem like a simple 
methodological approach has significant 
implications, as I hope I have made clear in 
this chapter. In the shift from accepting inter-
views as a supposedly objective method to 
the acceptance of their interpretative status, 
the responsibilities of researchers for their 
work has greatly increased, as has the sig-
nificance of their own positionality. While 
we are no longer able to hide behind a veil of 
invisibility and objectivity, we are now able 
to assert and take responsibility for claims 
for change and greater social justice. This 
transformation in the status of interviews and 
interviewers has been both the initiator and 
effect of that range of new questions that has 
dominated human geography over the last 
three decades, from the position of women in 
the 1970s to the significance of a multiple 
others, including non-humans, in the new 
millennium. It is a far more exciting disci-
pline to be working within than it was thirty 
years ago.

NOTE

1. In a speech on 3 July 2000 Tony Blair referred 
to the shame of Britain’s ‘yobs’, to ‘drunken louts’ 
and ‘thug bars’ and the need for ‘zero tolerance on 
yobbery’ (Coward, 2000). In the six years since then 

there has been a constant reiteration of this discur-
sive construction. In January 2006, the British 
Government published a ‘Respect Action Plan’ to 
tackle the anti-social behaviour of young people 
(www.respect.gov.uk).
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