Researching People:
The Collaborative Listener
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Portraying people depends on careful
listening and observing. In this chapter you
will learn to:

» use details to describe people

e gather information from informants

e transcribe others’ conversation

» borrow elements of fiction writing
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Researching people means stepping in to the worldviews of others. When we
talk with people in the field or study the stuff of their lives— their stories, arti-
facts, and surroundings —we enter their perspectives by partly stepping out of
our own.

In an informal way, you are always gathering data about people’s back-
grounds and perspectives—their worldviews. “So where are you from?” “How
do you like it here?” “Did you know anyone when you first came here?” Not only
do you ask questions about people’s back-
grounds, but you also notice their artifacts
and adornments—the things with which
they represent themselves: T-shirts, jewelry,
particular kinds of shoes or hairstyles. The
speculations and questions we form about
others cause us to make hypotheses about the
people we meet. We may ask questions, or we may just listen. But unless we
listen closely, we'll never understand others from their perspectives. We need to
know what it's like for that person in this place.

Even in an informal conversation, we conduct a kind of ethnographic inter-
view. Good interviewing is collaboration between you and your informant, not
very different from a friendly talk. Listening to your relatives share stories at a
wedding, pouring over a photo album with your grandmother, and gossiping
about old times at a school reunion are all instances in which you can gather data
through collaborative listening. You've experienced your local media interviewing

Ethnography is interaction, collaboration.
What it demands is not hypotheses,
which may unnaturally close study down,
obscuring the integrity of the other, but
the ability to converse intimately.

—HENRY GLASSIE
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sports heroes and newsworthy citizens, and you know famous television and
radio interviewers such as Oprah, Barbara Walters, and Charlie Rose. Your
fieldworking interviews might employ the same skills: establishing rapport, let-
ting your informant digress from your questions, as well as carefully listening
and navigating the conversation process.

This chapter will help you strengthen the everyday skills of listening, ques-
tioning, and researching people who interest you. You'll experience interactive
ways to conduct interviews and oral histories. You'll look for and discover
meaning in your informants’ everyday cultural artifacts. You'll gather, analyze,
write, and reflect on family stories. And you'll read some examples of how other
fieldworkers have researched and written about people’s lives.

The Interview: Learning How to Ask

Fieldworkers listen to and record stories from the point of view of the infor-
mant-—not their own. Letting people speak for themselves by telling about
their lives seems an easy enough principle to follow. But in fact, there are some
important strategies for both asking questions and listening to responses. Those
strategies are part of interviewing—learning to ask and learning to listen.

Interviewing involves an ironic contradiction: you must be both structured
and flexible at the same time. While it’s critical to prepare for an interview with a
list of planned questions to guide your talk, it is equally important to follow your
informant’s lead. Sometimes the best interviews come from a comment, a story,
an artifact, or a phrase you couldn’t have anticipated. The energy that drives a
good interview —for both you and your informant—comes from expecting the
unexpected.

Expecting the Unexpected It's happened to both of us as interviewers. As
part of a two-year project, Elizabeth conducted in-depth interviews with Anna,
a college student who was a dancer. Anna identified with the modern dancers at
the university and also was interested in animal rights, organic foods, and eco-
logical causes. She wore a necklace that Elizabeth thought served as a spiritual
talisman or represented a political affiliation. When she asked Anna about it, she
learned that the necklace actually held the key to Anna’s apartment—a much
less dramatic answer than Elizabeth anticipated. Anna claimed that she didn't
trust herself to keep her key anywhere but around her neck, and that informa-
tion provided a clue to her temperament that Elizabeth wouldn't have known if
she hadn't asked and had persisted in her own speculations.

In a shorter project, Bonnie interviewed Ken, a school superintendent, over
a period of eight months. As Ken discussed his beliefs about education, Bonnie
connected his ideas with the writings of progressivist philosopher John Dewey.
At the time, she was reading educational philosophy herself and was greatly
influenced by Dewey’s ideas. To her, Ken seemed to be a contemporary incar-
nation of Dewey. Eventually, toward the end of their interviews, Bonnie asked




Ken which of Dewey's works had been the most important to him. “Dewey?” he
asked. “John Dewey? Never exactly got around to reading him.”

No matter how hard we try to lay aside our assumptions when we inter-
view others, we always carry them with us. Rather than ignore our hunches, we
need to form questions around them, follow them through, and see where they
will lead us. Asking Anna about her necklace, a personal artifact, led Elizabeth
to new understandings about Anna’s self-concept and habits that later became
important in her analysis of Anna’s literacy. Bonnie’s admiration for Dewey had
little to do directly with Ken’s educational philosophy, but her follow-up ques-
tions centered on the scholars who did shape Ken'’s theories. It is our job to
reveal our informant’s perspectives and experiences rather than our own. And
so our questions must allow us to learn something new, something that our
informant knows and we don't. We must learn how to ask.

Asking

Asking involves collaborative listening. When we interview, we are not extract-
ing information the way a dentist pulls a tooth, but we make meaning together
like two dancers, one leading and one following. Interview questions range
between closed and open.

Closed Questions Closed questions are like those we answer on application
forms or in magazines: How many years of schooling have you had? Do you
rent your apartment? Do you own a car? Do you have any distinguishing birth-
marks? Do you use bar or liquid soap? Do you drink sweetened or unsweetened
tea, caffeinated or decaffeinated coffee? Some closed questions are essential for
gathering background data: Where did you grow up? How many siblings did
you have? What was your favorite subject in school? But these questions often
yield single phrases as answers and can shut down further talk. Closed ques-
tions can start an awkward volley of single questions and abbreviated answers.
To avoid asking too many closed questions, you'll need to prepare ahead of
time by doing informal research about your informants and the topics they rep-
resent. For example, if you are interviewing a woman in the air force, you may
want to read something about the history of women in aviation. You might also
consult an expert in the field or telephone government offices to request infor-
mational materials so that you avoid asking questions that you could answer for
yourself, like “How many years have women been allowed to fly planes in the
U.S. Air Force?” When you are able to do background research, your knowledge
of the topic and the informant’s background will demonstrate your level of inter-
est, put the informant at ease, and create a more comfortable interview situation.

Open Questions Open questions, by contrast, help elicit your informant’s
perspective and allow for a more conversational exchange. Because there is no
single answer to open-ended questions, you will need to listen, respond, and
follow the informant’s lead. Because there is no single answer, you can allow

The Interview: Learning How to Ask
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yourself to engage in a lively, authentic response. In other words, simply being
interested will make you a good field interviewer. Here are some very general open
questions—sometimes called experiential and descriptive—that encourage the
informant to share experiences or to describe them from his or her own point
of view.
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Open Questions for Your Informant

¢ Tell me more about the time when...

¢ Describe the people who were most important to...

i & Describe the first time you...

: & Tell me about the person who taught you about...

¢ What stands out for you when you remember...

&  Tell me the story behind that interesting item you have.
Describe a typical day in your life.

¢ How would you describe yourself to yourself? |

# How would you describe yourself to others?

............................................. D L L A LR T T L ]

When thinking of questions to ask an informant, make your informant your
teacher. You want to learn about his or her expertise, knowledge, beliefs, and
worldview.
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Using a Cultural Artifact in an Interview

PURPOSE
i This exercise mirrors the process of ¢ ingi ews over time with an informant.
’ It emphasizes working with the inform ctive, making extensive and accurate
o i observations, speculating and theorizing, rming and disconfirming ideas, writing up

notes, listening well, sharing ideas colla ively, and reflecting on your data.
To introduce interviewing in our
allows people to investigate the m

i, i of view.




! and “diastolic,” as well as what appears to be a sensor light on one side and a panel
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we learn about the artifacts tk
other aspects of their world
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Learning How to Listen

Although most people think that the key to a good interview is asking a set of
good questions, we and our students have found that the real key to interviewing
is being a good listener. Think about your favorite television or radio talk show
personalities. What do they do to make their informants comfortable and keep
conversation flowing? Think about someone you know whom you've always
considered a good listener. Why does that person make you feel that way?

Good listeners guide the direction of thoughts; they don't interrupt or move
conversation back to themselves. Good listeners use their body language to let
informants understand that their informants’ words are important to them, not
allowing their eyes to wander, not fiddling, not checking their watches or their
phones. They encourage response with verbal acknowledgments and follow-up
questions, with embellishments and examples.

To be a good listener as a field interviewer, you must also have structured
plans with focused questions. And you must be willing to change them as the

United States. “Oh, a Chinese person walfld buy this

value. She quickly
fresh batteries. But
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conversation moves in different directions. With open questions, background
research, and genuine interest in your informant, you'll find yourself holding
a collaborative conversation from which you'll both learn. It is the process, not
the preplanned information, that makes an interview successful.

Etiquette for Conducting an Interview

i In addition to preparing yourself with guiding questions and good listening
habits, here are some basic rules of etiquette for conducting a successful inter-
view. Always keep in mind that you are using someone’s time.

ensracssass

e Arrange for the interview at your informant’s convenience. Your inter-
view should fit into that person’s schedule, not vice versa. Put his or her
needs first.
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¢ Explain your project in plain language that your informant will understand.
Don't bore or scare them with insider expressions such as “ethnographic”
or “fieldsite research.”

i ® Agreeonaquietplaceto talk. Avoid places like cafés that have a lot of
: ambient noise.

i @ Arriveontime and be prepared. Make sure your equipment works (pens,
batteries, recording devices). Have your questions and notepad ready.

i e Dress appropriately for the setting and for your informant. You'd wear :
something different to interview a lifeguard on the beach than your grand-
: mother in her living room.

! e Don'ttrytosqueeze too muchintoa short time. Be sensitive to social cues
: and, if necessary, arrange for an additional interview.

e Thank your informant and follow up with a thank-you note, e-mail, or, if
appropriate, a token of gratitude.
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A Successful Interview

Paul Russ conducted interviews with five AIDS survivors for an ethnographic
film, Healing without a Cure: Stories of People Living with AIDS, sponsored by a
Jocal health agency. He developed a list of open and closed questions to prepare
for and guide his interviewing process. He knew that closed questions would
provide him with similar baseline data for all of his informants. For this reason,
he formulated some questions that had one specific answer:

Paul's Closed Questions

¢ “How many months have you lived with your diagnosis?”
¢ “When did you first request a ‘buddy’ from the health service?”

® “Does your family know about your diagnosis?”




oacg P o

=

Learning How to Listen

But the overall goal of his project was to capture how individuals coped with
their diagnoses daily, drawing on their own unique resources. He wanted to
avoid creating a stereotypical profile of a “day in the life of a person living with
AIDS” since he knew that no one AIDS patient’s way of coping could represent
all other patients’ coping styles. Paul constructed open questions to allow his
informants to speak from their lived experiences.

Paul’s Open Questions

“What did you already know about AIDS when you were diagnosed?”
“How did others respond to you and your diagnosis?”

“What has helped you most on a day-to-day basis to live with the virus?”
“Have people treated you differently since you were diagnosed?”

In the following excerpt from his hundreds of pages of transcripts, Paul
talks with Jessie, a man who had been living with his diagnosis for eight years.
For Paul, this interview was a struggle because Jessie hadn’t talked much with
others about AIDS. And because Paul chose to study people whose lives were
very fragile, he paid particular attention to the interactive process between
himself and his informants. In the following transcript, Paul uses Jessie's dog,
Princess, just as another interviewer might have used an artifact to get further
information:

F: What was your reaction when you were first diagnosed?

(This is one of the questions Paul posed to each of his five
informants. Because he was making a training film for public
health volunteers, he wanted to record people’s initial reactions on
discovering that they had a publicly controversial illness. )

RE My first reaction? How am I going to tell my family. And I put it in
my mind that I would not tell anyone until it became noticeable.
And I wondered who would take care of me. ...1 knew sometimes
AIDS victims go blind. I panicked a little bit, and I started thinking
of all the things I have to do to make my life livable. ... started
thinking about the things I could do to make it go easier. And I
started thinking of things I would miss.

P: Like Princess, your dog?

(Paul knew from previous talks that Jessie’s dog was an important
part of his daily life.)

I: I've had Princess for three years. I had another red dachshund,
but she got away. I got Princess as a Christmas gift. ... She
comforts me. She knows when I'm not feeling right. She comes
and rubs me. She goes places with me. If 'm in the garden,
she’s right there. She can’t let me out of her sight. Sometimes
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I talk to her, late at night, we just lay there. She seems like

she understands. ... don’t think she can live without me. If
something happens to me, she’ll be so confused. I think she’ll be
so lonely, she’ll go off somewhere and just die....I want to give
her to somebody. Maybe an older person, someone 1 believe will
take care of her.

(By talking about his dog, Jessie opened himself up to Paul. By
following up on Jessie’s comment about “things he'd miss,” Paul
deepened their interaction and intensified their talk. It was not the
dog herself that was important in this exchange but what Princess
represented from Jessie’s perspective. Paul did not intend to make
TJessie talk about his fear of dying, but it happened naturally as

he talked about Princess. At this point, Paul found a way to ask
another one of the prepared questions that he used with each

of his informants. And Jessie’s answer brought them back to
Princess.)

What's your typical day like?

I My typical day is feeding Princess, letting her out, doing my
housework. I like to do my work before noon because I'm addicted
to soap operas. ... I like to work in the yard. I've got a garden. I
have some herbs. And I like every now and then to pray. I go to the
library. I do a great deal of reading.

(Paul continued to interview Jessie about his spirituality and his
reading habits. He brought this interview around to another pre-
planned question that he asked of all his AIDS informants.)

What advice do you have for the newly diagnosed?

J: Don'’t panic. You do have a tendency to blow it out of proportion.
And find a friend, a real friend, to help you filter out the negative.
Ask your doctor questions. Let it out and forgive. Forgive yourself,
you're only human. And forgive the person you think gave it to you.
Then you will learn that the key to spirituality is to abandon
yourself....I don’t want a sad funeral. I want music, more music
than anything else. 1 don’t want my family to go under because of
this disease.

Paul’s interviews eventually became a training film for volunteers at the
Triad Health Project and area schools that wanted to participate in AIDS sup-
port and education. In the film, Paul has the advantage of presenting his data,
not just through verbal display but visually as well. As Paul conducts his inter-
views, we hear his voice and see his informants—their surroundings and arti-
facts, their gestures and body language, and the tones of voices as they respond
to Paul.




