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Abstract
Social constructionists consider interviews as mutually co-constructing meaning. But what if 
the interlocutors do not seem to agree on what they construct? What if the interviewee has a 
particularly strong agenda, far from the intended research topic? Are these ‘failed’ interviews? 
We address this issue using a ‘deviant’ interview in a study of ‘being a neighbour’. First, we add 
to the discussion of interviewees’ category representativeness by acknowledging a situation when 
the interviewee insists on representing a category not intended by the researcher. Second, we 
address the notion of asymmetries of power, where it is often assumed that the interviewer has 
the upper hand. Through this case, we argue that the opposite may well be true. Finally, we argue 
that cases where the interviewee pursues a strong agenda may suggest new research areas. After 
all, strong efforts of resistance may indicate deeper cultural concerns.
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Introduction

Methodological literature on qualitative research interviews often warns against impos-
ing the researcher’s definition and framing of a problem on research subjects. A textbook 
in research methods, thus, notes that to conduct a semi-structured interview, ‘Leave any 
assumptions you might have about the participant or the situation behind ... Use neutral 
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probes ... to ensure that you do not lead your participant to make “acceptable” comments’. 
(Matthews and Ross, 2010: 231) By contrast, social constructionist researchers consider 
interviews as conversations, and thus view what conventionally may be seen as ‘leading 
questions’ as a natural part in the interview interaction. The interview is described as 
a site for co-construction, for shared knowledge and meaning-making (e.g. Koro-
Ljungberg, 2008). Such interviewing implies including the interviewer’s participation in 
the analysis (e.g. Järvinen, 2001; Presser, 2004). But what if the interviewer fails to set 
‘... the general pattern for responses, constraining as well as provoking answers that are 
germane to the researcher’s interest’, as Holstein and Gubrium (1995: 39) urge? What if 
the interlocutors do not seem to agree on what they construct? Our case deals with an 
interviewee who refrains from answering the interviewer’s questions in a reflective, 
thoughtful, or ‘pro-and-con-way’, as other interviewees did in the same project. Instead, 
this interviewee seemed to have an agenda of her own. Rather than simply explaining 
this ‘failed’ interview as a result of poor interviewing skills, we became curious. How 
was it different from the rest of the material, and why?

The interview in question stood out from a collection of 46 interviews investigating 
the meaning and experiences of being a neighbour. Like several other interviewees, 
‘Emma’ states that she has harmonious and supportive relations with her neighbours. 
Unlike others though, Emma is the only one who speaks about her neighbours and neigh-
bourhood uniformly and exclusively in positive terms, both in the past and present.

Nairn et al.’s (2005) recommendation to revisit an apparently failed interview 
inspired this article. Their analysis concerns a case where a group of students resisted 
conversation with the interviewer not only through silence but also through laughter. 
The researchers present their efforts to improve such interviews through changes of 
setting, getting to know the students in advance, and so on. Our case concerns another 
form of ‘failed interviews’: instances when an interviewee has an implicit yet obvious 
and strong agenda of her own. Needless to say, all interviewees have some sort of 
agenda, expressed in various kinds of identity work. They may highlight a preferred 
identity, underlining successes, sacrifices, competencies and so forth. Such presenta-
tions are often subtle and delicate, and achieved in collaboration with the interviewer 
(Åkerström, Burcar and Wästerfors, 2011). In this case, however, the interviewee’s 
agenda is especially strong, and could be described as ‘political’ in that she seems to act 
as an ambassador for her community.

The aim of the study ‘Neighbours and being a neighbour’ was to investigate reflec-
tions on and talk about being a neighbour, and had no interest in any particular geo-
graphical site. Emma ignored or distrusted this information. Instead, she continuously 
assumed she was selected as an inhabitant of Rosengård (rose garden) even though the 
interviewer initially tried to correct her. Rosengård is a council housing estate on the 
outskirts of one of Sweden’s major cities, which has become a symbol for the severely 
segregated, marginalized areas of Sweden. These areas, and especially Rosengård, are 
described in the media and research reports as having social problems, crime and a high 
density of immigrants or immigrants’ children (Hallin et al., 2010). This unbalanced, 
common image of Rosengård seemed to permeate the interview with Emma, causing 
her to appeal to another, equally unbalanced, description of her community: a praising 
picture.
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Two well-known methodological topics of great significance to interviewing became 
apparent, although in different forms than we are used to from the methodological litera-
ture. First, we will add to the discussion of interviewees’ category representativeness by 
acknowledging a situation in which the interviewee insists on representing a category 
not intended by the researcher. Second, we address the notion of asymmetries of power 
that emerge between interviewer and interviewee where it is taken for granted that the 
interviewer has the upper hand. Our discussion, as in Nairn et al. (2005), concerns inter-
views marked by an inverted situation. Finally, we will emphasize that a focus on how 
interview participants’ talk may inform the interview topic (Gubrium and Holstein, 
1997), and that such, perhaps, unexpected findings might suggest a new research topic.

Far too often, students and colleagues tend to neglect interviews they regard as ‘failed’ 
(for instance, when interviewees tend to talk about anything but the suggested topic). 
Rather, interviewers should pay particular attention to the ‘failed’, ‘deviant’ or ‘negative’ 
cases, and to put them through rigorous analysis (cf. Katz, 2001). Analyses of the often-
neglected ‘odd’ cases might not only be analytically intriguing but also useful for teach-
ing interviewing and qualitative methods.

The research interview as a site for various agendas

Sociologists interview individual people, but they do not interview them as individuals 
(cf. Kleinman et al., 1994: 43; Rapley, 2004: 29). Rather, the interviewee is chosen 
because he or she is a member of certain social categories (or a local culture) that are 
vital for the research project (e.g. ‘parents’, ‘deaf people’, ‘business men’).

With regard to researchers’ implicit use of membership categories when ‘collecting’ 
interviewees, Baker concludes,

Interviewees are then made accountable members of that particular category in the sense that 
they then are meant to sound like members of that category and speak from within that 
particular, research-generated categorical incumbency and not some other. (Baker, 2002: 
783–784)

Interviewees may, however, act as a representative for a category not intended by the 
researcher, and they may use the interview in creative and unforeseen ways not antici-
pated by the researcher. In Lois Presser’s (2004) study of violent male offenders, for 
example, the men who had murdered female partners and raped girls did not use the 
interview to explain their crimes, but instead accomplished moral selves by excluding 
themselves from the stigmatized social group of ‘violent offenders’. In a similar way, 
Juhila (2004) found her interviewees ‘talking back’ to the stigmatized identity of ‘people 
living in shelters’ in her study of shelter residents.

Such unintended presentations may well be expected as both interviewer and inter-
viewee enter the situation with sometimes differing expectations of what will happen, 
why they meet, who the other is and so on. Methodological literature has pointed to the 
issue that arises when the interviewee does not agree on or know how to represent 
common ideas within a category. For instance, Baker (2002) tells about her studies of 
‘adolescent-adult’ interviews where interviewees mostly were able to produce ‘a theory 
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of adolescence’ in adult terms (p. 784). The interviewee who lacked such cultural knowl-
edge, Baker says, obviously did not know how to talk as a member of that category. 
Another example is when interviewees do not even consider themselves as members of 
the research-intended category. In Järvinen’s (2001) interview study at institutions for 
heavily addicted alcoholics, it turned out that a few interviewees did not consider them-
selves alcoholics at all, and, consequently, they were not able to ‘represent’ the member-
ship category the researchers had used to select interviewees for their study.

Järvinen (2001) discusses this phenomenon in terms of a too narrow preconception 
of alcoholics when designing the study, and she raises the important question of research-
ers’ ways of imposing definitions and reality descriptions on research participants. 
Similarly, the interview situation is often described as a site where the interviewer sets 
the agenda and more-or-less forcefully conducts an interview (e.g. Briggs, 2002). 
Certainly, the researcher is the more powerful of the two interview participants consid-
ering that recordings and transcripts rest in the researcher’s hands (e.g. Kvale, 2006; 
Rapley, 2004; Tanggaard, 2007; Van Enk, 2009). But during the interview, it might be 
the other way around, as is illustrated in the case we analyse here. The interviewee, 
Emma, seems to use the interview as a site to deliver a counter-narrative in dialogue 
with larger societal concerns, rather than in dialogue with an ‘active interviewer’ who 
sets the topics for conversation, or at least directs them (Holstein and Gubrium, 1995). 
In general, it is often elite interviewees – for instance, influential chief executive officers 
(CEOs), union officials or national politicians – who are assumed to have strong agen-
das in order to promote and protect their interests (e.g. Odendahl and Shaw, 2002; 
Thuesen, 2011). In the light of Emma’s interview, we emphasize that any interview may 
be understood as a site for doing public or political work (cf. Michael, 1996), and that 
such resources are not only restricted to the elite interviewees.

Methods and materials

The empirical example for this analysis is a set of interviews – and particularly one 
interview – that was gathered in the context of a graduate course as part of a qualitative 
methods exercise. Students in the master’s programme carried out 46 interviews on 
the topic ‘Neighbours and being a neighbour’. The interview guide was formulated on the 
assumption that ‘being a neighbour’ is an act of balance: there are not only codes of cour-
tesy to honour but also limits to respect. The interview guide was put together accord-
ingly, and included open questions regarding if, how and when interviewees socialized 
with their neighbours; the sharing of common areas of responsibility (such as a laundry 
room or the public areas); limits on what’s proper and not proper between neighbours and 
so forth. The qualitative approach was rather traditional in the sense that interviewees 
were asked about their experiences of ‘being a neighbour’, and the analytical ambition 
was restricted to organize the results into themes (cf. Roulston, 2010: 217). The material 
also includes students’ written ‘reflections’ on the interviews they conducted.

The interviews were tape-recorded and lasted for at least half an hour but more often 
for an hour. The interviewers transcribed all interviews verbatim; we have access only to 
the interview transcripts, since the students were told to erase the recording when the 
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transcription was done. Excerpts (the written interview reflection as well as the tran-
scribed interviews) were translated from Swedish to English by the authors with the help 
of professional translators. The longer excerpts are enclosed, in Swedish, following 
Nikander’s (2008) appeal for increased transparency and continuous efforts to produce 
‘good enough transcripts and translations’ in qualitative research.1

When we decided to look into the interview with Emma more thoroughly, one of us 
carried out another interview with Emma over the telephone, this time to talk to her about 
how she had perceived the previous interview. In addition, for the purpose of sharing the 
cultural knowledge of this area – for sketching the rather stereotypical common image or 
public discourse of Rosengård – we used last year’s media reports in the Swedish daily 
paper Sydsvenskan. Both Emma and her interviewer, Bella, have agreed to have their 
interview analysed for this article.

Analysis and findings

The analysis begins by contextualizing the interview with regard to Rosengård as a 
symbol for socially disorganized immigrant housing areas, and the interviewee’s disa-
greement on the purpose of the interview. In the following section, we will address how 
Emma’s talk differs from the other interviewees’ accounts, concurrently pointing to 
what Emma accomplishes with her descriptions. Emma’s narrative is not only a contrast 
to the other interviewees but also to the common image of Rosengård. In this sense, it 
could be said to be a counter-narrative (e.g. Bamberg and Andrews, 2004; Fisher and 
Goodley, 2007). Finally, we conclude by discussing what might be learned from this 
interview that seemed to go wrong.

Contextualizing the interview

From a much larger body of material, the one interview that draws our attention is the 
interview with Emma, a young woman, aged 23 years, who was brought up in Sweden, 
but was born in the Eastern European country that her family emigrated from. Emma 
speaks Swedish fluently, has a college degree, and is about to move to Stockholm 
where she has gotten a job as a ‘job coach’. For 12 years, Emma has lived with her 
parents and younger brothers in Rosengård, a segregated immigrant area, which is situ-
ated just outside central Malmö, a large city in the south of Sweden. Such building 
complexes are sometimes referred to as ‘concrete suburbs’ (Andersson, 2003), as they 
were mass-produced (in concrete) during the 1960s. Rosengård, as are many of the 
‘concrete suburbs’, is a neighbourhood that is heavily marked by social problems such 
as unemployment, crime and dependency on social welfare.

To nearly all citizens of not only Malmö but also Sweden in general, Rosengård most 
likely triggers associations of social disorder. It is not a very physically deteriorated area, 
not a ‘slum’; it consists of fairly modern apartment buildings. Above all, the problems 
associated with Rosengård are social: high unemployment, poor school achievement 
often accounted for by the high level of ethnic diversity (around 50 languages spoken by 
immigrants from 111 countries), welfare dependence with almost a third of the residents 
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financially supported by social welfare and a rate of migration to and from other neigh-
bourhoods that is higher than average.2

The area has a long history of attracting media and police attention, not to mention 
attention from social researchers (e.g. Carlbom, 2003; Flemström and Ronnby, 1972; 
Hallin et al., 2010; Popoola, 1998; Ristilammi, 1994). The media cover Rosengård 
almost daily: fires in garages, cellars, and cars; attacks on fire brigades and police cars 
with stones and eggs; muggings and thefts; bad housing conditions; poor schools and so 
on (Hallin et al., 2010). Recent articles on Rosengård in the daily paper Sydsvenskan 
consist of headlines such as ‘Police aim for dialogue in Rosengård’ (11 December 2009), 
‘More fire alarms in Rosengård’ (23 November 2009), ‘Alarm on gunshots in Rosengård’ 
(2 November 2010) and ‘Rosengård is singled out as the worst ghetto in Scandinavia’ 
(7 November 2010).

Perhaps this intense exposure explains why Emma instantly draws the conclusion that 
the fact that she belongs to the category ‘people living in Rosengård’ was the reason for 
her being interviewed. In accordance with these assumptions, it appears that Emma sets 
out to counter the negative media view of her neighbourhood by presenting a problem-
free picture. The interviewer has difficulties in being ‘the active interviewer’ as Emma 
continues to ‘make a commercial’ for her neighbourhood, rather than reflecting on being 
a neighbour, in a more neutral, open, or thoughtful way, as other interviewees had done.

For the assignment, the interviewers were asked to briefly discuss how they experi-
enced the particular interview they had carried out. Thus, apart from the transcript they 
also handed in reflections on the interview situation. The interviewer, Bella, explains that 
she contacted Emma with the help of her mother’s acquaintances. According to Emma’s 
wishes, they decided to meet on her campus for an interview. Bella writes,

The only problem I encountered was that Emma [the interviewee] thought she was singled out 
for an interview on neighbourhoods because of her living in Rosengård. She thinks that people 
who do not live there often have the wrong idea about Rosengård. I explained to her that the 
purpose of the assignment was not to analyse different neighbourhoods but rather [to talk to 
people about] relations between neighbours. Besides, I did not have the faintest idea she lived 
in Rosengård. (Excerpt 1)

Reading the interview transcript, it soon becomes clear that Bella’s initial information 
about why Emma was selected and the purpose of the interview are in vain. Emma insists 
on talking about her neighbourhood in more general terms, telling about ‘how people 
are’. She acts as a spokesperson for the residents, and restricts herself to sunny, positive 
and lively terms. In a later interview with Emma, conducted by one of the co-authors, she 
explains that she thought she was selected as an inhabitant of Rosengård, and that she 
was used to people always asking her about how it is to live there (‘Do you dare to go out 
at 2 o’clock in the morning?’) because they tend to believe the media reports on its dan-
ger: ‘They just see media reports, that “Rosengård is on fire”’. In this later interview, she 
concludes the conversation with the statement: ‘I’m very proud of who I am and that I’m 
from Rosengård’. It is important to stress that the aim of this analysis is to distinguish 
how Emma’s interview differs from the rest of the material and to discuss why this may 
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be the case. We have no intention of questioning her experience of Rosengård as a pleasant 
neighbourhood characterized by solidarity between its members.

Speaking as an ambassador

In most of the interviews, the interviewees acted as representatives for the research-
intended category ‘neighbour’; they related concrete experiences as they told stories of 
both good and bad neighbours. Emma, on the other hand, seems to take on the role of an 
ambassador speaking for an immigrant collective living in Rosengård. Rather than the 
descriptions of riots and violence that are frequently reported in the media (which she 
never mentions in the original interview), Emma invokes a picture of an old-fashioned 
joviality among immigrants, which may be formulated as a contrast to a common cul-
tural discourse of ethnic Swedes as being reserved and socially inhibited (Daun, 1998):

Bella: Describe how you have contact with your neighbours!
Emma:  I have good contact with my neighbours, um ... we always greet each other 

when we meet outside. Perhaps it’s a little different since I live in a place 
where there are many immigrants. I think we can call each other friends, all 
of us. Chit-chatting about this and that every time we meet, we always stop 
and talk a little, more than the ordinary ‘hi’. My mom is friends with many 
women who live in my apartment complex [my building or close by] so I 
usually say hi to them too, just because my mom knows them. And then they 
ask how my mom is doing, and the family, and you ask them the same. It’s 
just how we talk to one another. But if there is something we are short of at 
home and if we need it right away, we have good contact with people who 
live in our building, we just go downstairs and ask if we can borrow some-
thing. It’s no problem. (Excerpt 2)

There are several elements that make Emma’s account seem more like a deliberate coun-
ter-narrative rather than a fairly straightforward description of ‘contact with your neigh-
bours’. First, while answering the interviewer’s question about how she has contact with 
her neighbours, she also delivers an assessment that is unequivocally formulated as a 
positive statement: ‘I have good contact with my neighbours’. Furthermore, this is made 
instantly, with no pause for reflection or hesitation, which often was the case in other 
interviews (see the following). Second, she uses several extreme case formulations 
(‘always’, ‘all of us’, ‘every’): a classic rhetorical technique to ‘convince others to buy a 
product, to believe in an idea, or to support a project’ (Pomerantz, 1986: 219). This sug-
gests that the interviewee is eager to convince the interviewer and that she suspects the 
listener of scepticism. Third, with the phrase ‘... I live in a place where there are many 
immigrants’, the interviewee invokes a collective. In the first five lines, Emma refers to a 
community of neighbours when she talks about ‘we’ and ‘us’ (in contrast to the last lines 
when ‘we’ refers specifically to her family). Fourth, in portraying her community, she 
seems to suggest that it differs from others in being more communitarian (implying bet-
ter), when adding ‘more than the ordinary “hi”’ after ‘we always stop and talk a little’.
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Neither extreme formulations nor images of a community of neighbours were com-
mon in the other interviews. For comparison, below is an example from another inter-
view conducted by another interviewer:

Interviewer:  The first question concerns how you have contact with your 
neighbours.

Interviewee:  Well (pause) as a matter of fact we don’t have that much contact with 
our neighbours. We’ve said hello. (pause) [ ... ] There is an old lady 
who is – what’s it called – the apartment house’s little police officer, 
who knows and checks up on everything. We don’t have much contact 
with her. There are also a few couples our own age that we say hi to and 
chat with and so on. But, none that we visit or anything. (Excerpt 3)

This excerpt is typical of how the rest of the interviewees answered the opening question. 
The interviewee starts to comment on the frequency of neighbour contacts (‘not that 
much’) and explains interactions with neighbours (‘we’ve said hello’). Also, those inter-
viewees who told about ‘good contact’ did so in a matter-of-fact way, describing what 
neighbours they personally talked to.

The laundry room as a telling example

The interview with Emma differs in yet another way. Whereas the other interviewees 
always told a story or two of a particularly disturbing neighbour or a particularly picky 
or complaining neighbour, Emma delivers no such story. Most frequently, these stories 
concern the laundry room: more than half of the interviewees who shared a laundry 
room with other tenants (20 out of 36) had something to say on the matter. The main 
variation of the laundry room story was complaining about other people’s behaviour 
or about being the subject of complaints of improper laundry room behaviour. In gen-
eral, in Sweden (with its many apartment houses), conflicts related to the laundry 
room seem to be important. In fact, they are so important that a magazine for apart-
ment renters (Hem och hyra) conducted a survey where a thousand people answered 
questions regarding disputes in the laundry room.3 In the light of this fairly common 
idea, that the laundry room is a place for potential conflicts, Emma seems to use the 
laundry room as a particularly telling example (Wästerfors and Holsanova, 2005) to 
illustrate her laudatory account of her neighbourhood. She has nothing but praise for 
her neighbours:

Bella:  Are there any problems when it comes to the common areas, spaces shared 
by all the tenants? Say, for instance, the laundry room or the yard?

Emma:  We have a laundry room, no problems there. Everyone cleans up and no one 
takes laundry from another. It’s very seldom we lock the door. We feel that 
it’s not necessary since we trust our neighbours. And there are three stair-
cases [separate entrances], which make sixteen households in the building 
that share the laundry, so we trust each other very much. We have never had 
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any troubles with the courtyard either. The solidarity between us is pretty 
good – we simply get on well. I cannot think of any incident regarding the 
laundry room or the outside common areas that has caused a problem. We 
simply get on well. (Excerpt 4)

Once again, Emma uses extreme formulations (Pomerantz, 1986) when she declares that 
there are no troubles whatsoever between the neighbours (‘everyone’, ‘no one’ and 
‘never’). She also makes use of numbers to support the claim that they all trust each 
other: as many as 16 households share the same laundry room. Still, nothing bad has ever 
happened. Furthermore, in this excerpt, the collective story is particularly conspicuous. 
She refrains from talking about ‘me’ or ‘I’, but instead presents herself as the voice of the 
community: ‘we’ do not have any problems, summing up her description on this section 
of her talk with ‘We simply get on well’. In other parts of the interview (see Excerpts 2, 
5 and 7), the ‘we’ reference is not as obvious as in Excerpt 4. Still, references to ‘I’ – the 
personally experienced – seem to reinforce the construction of a community ‘we’ by the 
persuasiveness of a first-hand account (cf. Potter, 1996). In Excerpt 2, when Emma is 
asked about how she has contact with her neighbours, she takes the opportunity to con-
struct an immigrant collective where ‘we can call each other friends, all of us’. At the 
same time, she personally testifies to the fact that in her neighbourhood they (a) always 
greet one another, (b) chat every time they meet, (c) have inter-generational conversa-
tions and (d) borrow items from one another when necessary.

Emma’s description also differs from the 16 interviewees who, just like her, did not 
have any complaints about the laundry room. Whereas Emma uses rhetorical devices 
(extreme formulations and the counting of households) to convince the listener (cf. 
Potter, 1996), the other interviewees just stated that ‘it works just fine’ or said that they 
simply had a high level of tolerance since they valued good relations with their neigh-
bours. The latter implies that there might be problems but that they have decided to 
ignore them, which is quite different from Emma’s declarations.

Again, it is important to make clear that the point is neither to verify nor doubt whether 
Emma has had laundry room problems and that, more generally, she actually finds her 
neighbourhood attractive. The point is rather how she presents her home quarters; she is 
constructing a flawless version of a neighbourhood in sharp contrast to the current 
(although not mentioned in the original interview) common cultural knowledge of 
Rosengård as a community characterized by social problems: crime, everyday distur-
bances, neglected houses and so on.

In sum, Emma’s talk is obviously different from the rest of the 45 interviewees’ in 
various ways. First, in the original interview, not only does she talk about her contact 
with her neighbours but she also evaluates them – she delivers her version without 
hesitation or signs of hesitant thoughtfulness. Second, she makes use of extreme for-
mulations in an effort to construct an unambiguously positive description of her 
neighbourhood. Third, by invoking a collective ‘we’, she makes herself a spokesper-
son for the category ‘people-living-in-Rosengård’. Fourth, Emma’s laundry room 
version is a forceful telling example rather than less dramatic comments that ‘it works 
just fine’.
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Sticking to the agenda

Järvinen (2001) draws attention to an interview situation from her own study in which 
researchers interviewed people at institutions for heavily addicted alcoholics: 
‘Interviewers approached the interviewees as “heavy alcoholics” willing to relate their 
“drinking careers” and discuss their experiences (and possibly unmet needs) of treatment 
and care’ (p. 269). This approach worked fine in most cases: many interviewees identi-
fied themselves as alcoholics and they organized their life stories around how they devel-
oped drinking problems. However, interviewees who did not fit into this therapeutic 
model of ‘I acknowledge my problems and want to do something about them’ attempted 
to pursue an alternative line of self-presentation (cf. Baker, 2002: 784). According to 
Järvinen (2001), the narrow preconception of the alcoholic study forced ‘deviant’ inter-
viewees to struggle ‘... to construct another identity for themselves than the one the 
interviewer, faithful to the therapeutic model of the study, suggested’ (p. 281).

In the case of Bella’s interview with Emma, however, it seems to be the interviewer 
who has to manage a respondent who is determined to defend her neighbourhood, 
although no accusations against it have been raised. In fact, the interviewer has made it 
clear that she is not at all interested in the specific neighbourhood. Still, Emma takes 
every opportunity to present a positive view of Rosengård. Bella continues the interview 
in accordance with the interview guide, now asking about ‘social relations in the 
neighbourhood’:

Bella: What about social relations? Do you spend time with your neighbours?
Emma:  Nah, it’s not often I hang out with the girls who live in my complex. Most 

of them are younger than me. And there are no girls my age in my entrance 
[ ... ] But the guy who lives downstairs – I used to see him sometimes. My 
brothers hang out with all the guys who live in our entrance and some other 
guys who live in our apartment complex. I have a friend, but she lives in the 
next complex. And my parents see others here when they have the time. I 
don’t think there are many people who know their neighbours as well as we 
do in this complex. Could be, eh ... because we all have lived here for quite 
some time, and since most of us have a foreign background we share a feel-
ing of solidarity. Do you see what I mean? (Excerpt 5)

Emma first accounts for why she does not spend time with some (the other girls are 
too young); this statement is then followed with descriptions of her own and her family’s 
neighbour relations. Then she returns to her ‘image-building’ of the collective, summing 
it up in: ‘... we share a feeling of solidarity’. In a sense, Emma treats the discourse on 
Rosengård as more important and urgent than Bella’s questions. Although both Bella (by 
continuing the questions on her interview guide) and Emma stick to their respective 
agendas, it seems reasonable to say that Emma, the interviewee, is the one most in con-
trol of the interview. Basically, Emma co-operates with the interviewer, in that she offers 
personal accounts of who she says ‘hi’ to and chats with. These personal accounts, nev-
ertheless, seem to serve the overall purpose of telling a counter-narrative of Rosengård: 
this is a cheerful and pleasant place to live.
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The same tendency is evident when potentially problematic relations or phenomena 
are explicitly brought forward, such as neighbours who refrain from helping out when 
‘something bad is happening’. Emma stresses that it is an imaginable situation rather 
than a factual one: ‘I haven’t encountered that, but that’s something that can happen’. 
Another question explicitly dealt with problems in the neighbourhood concerning crime 
and safety. This is also answered with a negative, which makes an interesting comparison 
with other interviewees and with the common image of Rosengård.

Bella:  Many studies about neighbours deal with safety and fear of crime – is this 
something you have thought about?

Emma:  I really don’t know what to say about that. I feel safe in my courtyard and 
with my neighbours so I don’t know what to say about that. We have never 
had a break-in, or anyone at our courtyard, as I recall at least, so I don’t 
know what one should say about that [the interview ends here]. (Excerpt 6)

In the rest of the material, 26 interviewees answered the same question.4 About one half 
stated that they were quite worried about their possessions and/or personal safety, men-
tioning break-ins in apartments or cellars, or being afraid to walk home alone at night. 
The other half mentioned, just like Emma, that they felt safe in their neighbourhood but 
also added comments and stories about stolen bicycles, cars set on fire, break-ins and the 
importance of locking the door and having neighbours watching out.

We end this section on ‘sticking to an agenda’ with a discussion of power relation-
ships. One basic aspect of such a relation is who determines such an agenda. When 
discussing power relations between interviewer and interviewee, researchers often 
regard the interviewer as the more powerful of the two (e.g. Kvale, 2006; Rapley, 2004; 
Tanggaard, 2007; Van Enk, 2009). Indeed, it is the researcher who plans the interview 
and has the interview recording or transcript at his or her disposal for future use, often 
beyond the control of the interviewee (see, for instance, Watson, 2006). Even during the 
interview, the power relationships are visible in that they tend to work in favour of the 
interviewer’s version of reality: Rapley and Antaki (1998) have shown how interviewers 
can generate views in line with their own position, rather than with that of the interview-
ees (see also Baker, 1997). In the case of Bella’s interview with Emma, there seems to 
be something different going on. The interviewee seems to be the one who takes the lead 
in the way of directing the general tone and the message that she wants to convey. This 
is a more subtle power relationship than the one Nairn et al. (2005) described. In our 
case, the interviewer reported that it was difficult to ‘discuss’ the various themes, and 
that Emma delivered ready-made answers, which were difficult to respond to with fol-
low-up questions.

Discussion

‘Failed’ interviews often raise interesting methodological questions, and they may also 
be useful for teaching interviewing and qualitative methods (Roulston, 2010). In the 
discussion of what may be learned from a ‘failed’ interview, we will summarise two 
methodological points: first, regarding category representativeness, and second, 



728 Qualitative Research 13(6)

asymmetries of power in the interview situation. Then, the discussion will focus on a 
third point: analysing how people talk may inform what they say and thereby indicate a 
new research topic.

First, respondents who belong to ‘high-interest’ social categories, as for instance, 
‘handicapped’, ‘criminals’, ‘immigrants’, or, in this case, ‘someone living in Rosengård’, 
may make unwarranted assumptions about the researchers’ interest in them: that they are 
asked for an interview because they belong to a particular social category. Such assump-
tions are probably well founded, as social researchers tend to turn to individuals and 
expect them to represent a particular category (Baker, 2002; Kleinman et al., 1994: 43). 
Furthermore, interviewees who strongly identify themselves with a certain group may be 
reluctant or astonished at the idea of speaking about topics from other subject positions in 
their lives. In those cases, the interviewer faces a hard task in asking questions that do not 
necessarily relate to ‘being disabled’ or ‘being a criminal’ or ‘being someone living in 
Rosengård’. Above all, it may be difficult to convince the respondent of the researcher’s 
interest, ‘beyond’ this over-shadowing social category. In the case discussed in this 
article, the interviewee took the researchers’ interest in her for granted, guided by assump-
tions of what people and the media generally know about the subject (or category). Hence, 
interviewees may use researchers’ interests in them to correct or refute perceived misun-
derstandings, thus avoiding or refusing to share personal experiences or stories with the 
interviewer. Instead, the interviewee with an agenda may turn the interview into an arena 
for producing – and insisting on – a preferred version of a problem.

Second, the interview presented here is an example of the asymmetry of power in the 
interview situation, being more in favour of the interviewee (Emma), as opposed to what 
is often highlighted in the methodological literature. Mostly, the assumption is that the 
interviewer is the more powerful party (e.g. Briggs, 2002; Kvale, 2006; Rapley, 2004; 
Tanggaard, 2007; Van Enk, 2009) – an idea that is not always recognizable to researchers 
in concrete interview situations. After all, we cannot force people to agree to an interview 
nor to talk about things they do not want to talk about.

Many researchers, and not only graduate students, have experienced interview situ-
ations of indeed feeling inferior to the interviewee, and unable to get to the point of 
‘mutual co-construction of meaning’ around themes that are central to one’s research. 
There are several ideas that may explain why this happens, for instance, when the 
researcher is considerably younger than the interviewee or when one is interviewing 
powerful members of the community (cf. Odendahl and Shaw, 2002). In addition, as 
this analysis shows, interviewees with an agenda might take control of the interview for 
the purpose of correcting perceptions they deem unfair, no matter how peripheral this 
‘debate’ is to the researcher. ‘Losing control’ of the interview may well be due to an 
inexperienced interviewer (here, for instance, Bella fails to pose follow-up questions), 
still the analysis of how the conversation proceeds is a clue to what the interviewee 
considers important.

Our third and final point relates more directly to the fact that an analysis of how inter-
view participants talk may lead to unforeseen findings and suggest new areas for research. 
After all, strong efforts of resistance may indicate some deeper cultural concerns. In the 
case of Bella’s interview with Emma, far from the quite feeble inquiries on ‘being a 
neighbour’, the analysis points out an alternative and (for these researchers) new research 
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question: ‘How do people living in areas marked by low social prestige respond to the 
negative and stigmatizing associations they encounter in everyday life?’ Kusenbach 
(2009) points out that research on how the location of residence is associated with identity 
is sparse. She investigates the stigma of ‘trailer living’. The main way her respondents 
managed the stigma implied by their community (‘white trash’ implications) was by 
distancing themselves from the label ‘trailer trash’ and identifying themselves as ‘mobile 
home residents’, while identifying some other mobile home residents as belonging to 
the category ‘trailer trash’. There was no embrace of a collective identity, ‘we in trailer 
homes’, such as the ones found in Emma’s accounts, ‘we from Rosengård’. Our case, 
similar to findings in ethnographies of contemporary Swedish ‘concrete suburbs’ 
(Andersson, 2003; Bäckman, 2009), seems to suggest that the embrace of a collective 
identity might exist among residents of a marginalized community, and may warrant a 
broader study on the topic. In Andersson’s (2003) ethnographic study on teenage girls 
living in another multi-ethnic and socially stigmatized neighbourhood, it is evident that 
many of them are annoyed at what they describe as biased media reports, demonizing 
their neighbourhood: ‘The suburb is also discussed in terms of the girls’ emotional 
assessment of it as their home district and as a safe and tolerant place where people are 
seen as equal regardless of origin’ (Andersson, 2003: 246, translated).

We conclude by discussing the analytic approach that led to our new research interest. 
Many qualitative researchers have strongly emphasized the significance of the interview 
context on how interviews unfold (e.g. Rapley, 2001; Van Enk, 2009). Apparently, the 
interviewees’ expectations of interviewers and their research purposes are important 
clues to the ethnomethodological invitation to analyse interview conversations with 
regard to what the interview participants aim to accomplish (e.g. Baker, 1983, 2002; 
Roulston, 2006; Ryen, 2004). The interview analysed here also points to the necessity of 
cultural or ethnographic knowledge that goes beyond the immediate interview context. 
Without knowing anything about the wider cultural context, the social status of Emma’s 
neighbourhood, it would be hard to claim or even notice an interviewee with an agenda 
to ‘prove them wrong’ (the media, people in general, etc.).

We have argued that in this case, cultural understandings and expectations are made 
discernable (even if not openly stated). The interviewee, Emma, rather than talking to 
Bella, the interviewer, is responding to or arguing against a ‘public view’ or a ‘public 
discourse’. In this case, the interviewer turns into a passive audience, a feature of inter-
views that is quite common, although not always treated as important guidance for 
analysis. Where such ‘non-interaction’ answers or statements are given during inter-
views (Jacobsson, 2000; Thelander, 2006), we may hear and read them as clues to 
efforts at change or resistance; respondents seem to engage in a Bakhtinian dialogue 
with a meta-narrative that they perceive as strong or hegemonic during a certain period 
of time, or particularly intense in a special situation or context, or among a category of 
people. A starting point for a dialogic process, Bakhtin (1981) says, is when hegemonic 
discourses are questioned, when alternative stories start to emerge. In this case, Emma 
actively makes use of the interview for the purpose of telling that alternative story.

Concurrently, counter-narratives of Rosengård crop up in various contexts and in dif-
ferent forms. For instance, newspaper stories of particularly noteworthy people who are 
said to contribute to the area contradict the many negative reports. The success story is 
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another form; the most spectacular is about Zlatan Ibrahimovic, a world-famous soccer 
player who grew up in Rosengård. Social researchers are likewise keen to present a 
nuanced picture of the area. For instance, a thematic issue of the journal Praktik och 
Teori [Practice and Theory] (2009) was devoted to Rosengård with an explicit aim to 
counter prejudiced ideas of the vicinity. Why this resistance? In her study of mobile 
homes and stigma, Kusenbach (2009: 401) stresses, ‘... the intricate bonds that exist 
between the places of our daily living and ourselves’. The belittlement and vilification of 
one’s neighbourhood are serious threats to identity, and the inhabitants of such areas 
often resist or challenge negative stereotypes in various ways (Palmer et al., 2004).

In contrast to the rest of the material, the interview with Emma suggests a very dif-
ferent research question than the one we started out with: a research question identified 
and prompted by the analysis of an apparently failed interview where the interviewee’s 
obvious agenda was forced through a dialogue, not with the interviewer but with an 
existing and deprecating discourse on her neighbourhood.

An interview may seem to have failed, straying far from the intended topic, or in other 
ways irrelevant to the research questions. But by paying attention to these ‘failed’, odd 
or deviant interviews, we might find them surprisingly lucrative analytically. Here, the 
deviant interview has triggered more analysis than all the other interviews together. As 
such, an initially failed interview in terms of the here-and-now interaction (Rapley, 2004) 
can get a career of its own by triggering analytic curiosity. Ultimately, the failed interview 
might turn into a rather successful one.
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Notes

1. Excerpts in Swedish:

Excerpt 1

Det enda problemet som jag stötte på var att Emma trodde hon var utvald till intervjun om 
grannskap på grund av att hon bor i Rosengård. Hon menar på att folk som inte är från 
Rosengård har föreställningar som många gånger är fel. Jag förklara för henne att syftet inte 
var att analysera olika områden utan just grannskapet mellan grannarna. Dessutom hade jag 
ingen aning om att hon var från Rosengård.

Excerpt 2

Bella: Beskriv hur du har kontakt med dina grannar!
Emma:  Jag har bra kontakt med mina grannar, mm ... vi hälsar alltid på varandra, när vi ses 
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ute. Då jag bor på ett ställe där det är många invandrare är det kanske lite annor-
lunda, jag tror vi kan kalla oss vänner allihop. Pratar om dittan och dattan varje gång 
man träffas, vi stannar alltid upp och pratar lite förutom det vanliga ‘hej hej’. Min 
mamma är vän med många av kvinnorna som bor på våran gård, så jag brukar hälsa 
på dem med bara för att mamma känner dem. Så får man frågor om hur det är med 
mamma och familjen och man frågar samma sak tillbaka. Det är liksom vår jargong. 
Men om det något man saknar hemma och behöver det genast har vi bra kontakt 
med de som bor i vår trappa och kan springa ner och fråga om man får låna något. 
Det är inga problem.

Excerpt 3

Intervjuare: Den första frågan är ’beskriv hur du har kontakt med dina grannar?’
Intervjuperson:  Ja (paus) vi har faktiskt inte så mycket kontakt med våra grannar. Vi har 

hälsat på dem (paus) [ ... ] där är en äldre tant som är, vad ska man säga, 
lägenhetshusets lilla ‘polis’ och som har koll på allting. Hon har vi inte så 
mycket kontakt med. Sen är det några par i vår egen ålder som vi hälsar på 
och småpratar med och så. Men det är inga vi är hemma hos eller så utan vi 
pratar när vi möts i trappen eller så.

Excerpt 4

Bella:  Finns det problem när det gäller gemensamma ansvarsområden i grannskapet, som 
till exempel tvättstuga, gård?

Emma:  Tvättstuga har vi, vi har inga problem där, alla städar efter sig och ingen tar ingens 
tvätt. Det är väldigt sällan vi har vår tvättkolv på dörren. Vi känner inte att den 
behövs där då vi litar på våra grannar. Och vi är tre trappor, vilket innebär sexton 
hushåll som har tillgång till den tvättstugan, så vi har väldig bra tillit till varandra. 
Gården har vi aldrig haft några problem med heller. Sammanhållningen mellan oss 
grannar är rätt bra, vi trivs med varandra helt enkelt. Jag kommer inte på någon 
händelse eller så som det har uppstått något problem när det gäller tvättstugan eller 
gården. Vi kommer bra överens, helt enkelt ...

Excerpt 5

Bella: Hur är det med socialt umgänge, umgås du med dina grannar?
Emma:  Näh, det är inte ofta jag går ut med tjejerna som bor på min gård, de flesta är yngre 

än mig. Och det finns inga tjejer i min trappa som är i min ålder/---/Men killen som 
bor under oss han brukar jag umgås med ibland. Mina bröder umgås med alla kil-
larna som bor i trappan och några andra som bor på gården. Jag har en kompis men 
hon bor på gården bredvid. Och mina föräldrar umgås när de har tid, med de andra 
på gården. Det är olika vad man tycker är att umgås mycket eller lite, jag tror inte 
det är många andra som känner sina grannar så bra som vi gör på denna gården. 
Kan ehh ha att göra med att vi har bott här allihopa ett bra tag och sen att de flesta 
av oss har utländsk bakgrund så känner vi gemenskap. Förstår du?

Excerpt 6

Bella:  Många studier om grannar handlar om trygghet och rädsla för brott – är det något 
du reflekterat över?
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Emma:  Jag vet faktiskt inte vad jag ska säga om det. Jag känner mig trygg på min gård och 
med mina grannar så jag vet inte vad jag ska säga om det. Vi har aldrig haft inbrott 
eller någon på våran gård som jag minns i alla fall så jag vet inte vad man ska säga 
om det.

2. http://www.malmo.se/Kommun--politik/Om-oss/Stadsdelar/Rosengard/Fakta-om-
Rosengard.html

3. (Hem och hyra nr 1, 2007) http://www.svensktvattstuga.se/konflikterna-vad-handlar-de-om
4. Twenty interviewees were not asked the question whether they felt safe in their neighbour-

hood (since we wanted to focus the interviews to neighbour relations), still the topic was 
raised by the interviewee in six of those interviews.

References

Åkerström M, Burcar V, Wästerfors D (2011) Balancing contradictory identities  - Performing 
masculinity in victim narratives. Sociological Perspectives 54(1): 103-124.

Andersson Å (2003) Inte samma lika: Identifikationer hos tonårsflickor i en multietnisk stadsdel 
[Not like same: identifications of teenage girls in a multi-ethnic district]. Eslöv: Symposion.

Bäckman M (2009) Miljonsvennar – omstridda platser och identiteter [Miljonsvennar – disputed 
places and identities]. Stockholm: Makadam.

Baker CD (1983) A ‘Second Look’ at interviews with adolescents. Journal of Youth and 
Adolescence 12(6): 501–519.

Baker CD (1997) Membership categorization and interview accounts. In: Silverman D (ed.) 
Qualitative Research: Theory, Method and Practice. London: Sage, 130–143.

Baker CD (2002) Ethnomethodological analyses of interviews. In: Gubrium JF and Holstein JA 
(eds) Handbook of Interview Research. London: Sage, 777–795.

Bakhtin M (1981) The Dialogic Imagination. Austin, TX: University of Texas Press.
Bamberg M and Andrews M (eds) (2004) Considering Counter-Narratives: Narrating, Resisting, 

Making Sense. Amsterdam/Philadelphia, PA: John Benjamins.
Briggs CL (2002) Interviewing, power/knowledge, and social inequality. In: Gubrium JF and 

Holstein JA (eds) Handbook of Interview Research. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage, 893–922.
Carlbom A (2003) The Imagined Versus the Real Other: Multiculturalism and the Representation of 

Muslims in Sweden (Lund Monographs in Social Anthropology). Lund: Department of Sociol-
ogy, Lund University.

Daun Å (1998) Svensk mentalitet [Swedish Mentality]. Stockholm: Norstedts akademiska förlag.
Fisher P and Goodley D (2007) The linear medical model of disability: mothers of disabled babies 

resist with counter-narratives. Sociology of Health & Illness 29(1): 66–81.
Flemström C and Ronnby A (1972) Fallet Rosengård: En studie i svensk planerings – och bostad-

spolitik [The case Rosengård: a study on Swedish planning and housing policy]. Stockholm: 
Prisma.

Gubrium JF and Holstein JA (1997) The New Language of Qualitative Methods. New York: 
Oxford University Press.

Hallin PO, Jashari A, Listerborn C, et al. (2010) Det är inte stenarna som gör ont. Röster från Herr 
gården, Rosengård – om konflikter och erkännande [It’s not the stones that hurt. Voices from 
Herrgården, Rosengård – on conflicts and acknowledgement]. Malmö University Publications 
in Urban Studies (MAPIUS) 5. Malmö: Malmö Högskola.

Holstein JA and Gubrium JF (1995) The Active Interview. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.
Jacobsson K (2000) Retoriska strider. Konkurrerande sanningar i dövvärlden. [A battle of words. 

Competing truths in the Deaf World.] Lund: Palmkrons Förlag.
Järvinen M (2001) Accounting for trouble: identity negotiations in qualitative interviews with 

alcoholics. Symbolic Interaction 24(3): 263–284.



Jacobsson and Åkerström 733

Juhila K (2004) Talking back to stigmatized identities: negotiation of culturally domi-
nant categorizations in interviews with Shelter residents. Qualitative Social Work 3:  
259–275.

Katz J (2001) Analytic induction. In: Smelser NJ and Baltes PB (eds) International Encyclopedia 
of the Social and Behavioral Sciences. Available at: http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/
referenceworks/9780080430768

Kleinman S, Stenross B and McMahon M (1994) Privileging fieldwork over interviews: conse-
quences for identity and practice. Symbolic Interaction 17(1): 37–50.

Koro-Ljungberg M (2008) A social constructionist framing of the research interview. In: Holstein 
JA and Gubrium JF (eds) Handbook of Constructionist Research. New York: Guilford Press, 
429–444.

Kusenbach M (2009) Salvaging decency: mobile home residents’ strategies of managing the 
stigma of ‘Tralier’ living. Qualitative Sociology 32: 399–428.

Kvale S (2006) Dominance through interviews and dialogues. Qualitative Inquiry 12(3): 480–500.
Matthews B and Ross L (2010) Research Methods: A Practical Guide for the Social Sciences. 

Harlow: Longman.
Michael M (1996) Constructing Identities. London: Sage.
Nairn K, Munro J and Smith AB (2005) A counter-narrative of a ‘Failed’ interview. Qualitative 

Research 5(2): 221–244.
Nikander P (2008) Working with transcripts and translated data. Qualitative Research in Psychology 

5: 225–231.
Odendahl T and Shaw AM (2002) Interviewing elites. In: Gubrium JF and Holstein JA (eds) 

Handbook of Interview Research. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage, 299–316.
Palmer C, Ziersch A, Arthuson K, et al. (2004) Challenging the stigma of public housing: pre-

liminary findings from a qualitative study in South Australia. Urban Policy and Research 
22(4): 411–426.

Pomerantz A (1986) Extreme case formulations: a way of legitimizing claims. Human Studies 9: 
219–229.

Popoola M (1998) Det sociala spelet om Romano Platso [The social game of Romano Platso]. 
Lund Dissertation in Sociology 22, Department of Sociology, Lund University, Sweden.

Potter J (1996) Representing Reality: Discourse, Rhetoric and Social Construction. London: Sage.
Praktik och Teori (2009) Tema Rosengård. Praktik och Teori 01: 1-72.
Presser L (2004) Violent offenders, moral selves: constructing identities and accounts in the 

research interview. Social Problems 51(1): 82–101.
Rapley M and Antaki C (1998) ‘What Do You Think About ...?’ Generating views in an interview. 

Text 18(4): 587–608.
Rapley T (2001) The art(fulness) of open-ended interviewing: some considerations on analysing 

interviews. Qualitative Research 1(3): 303–323.
Rapley T (2004) Interviews. In: Seale C, Gobo G, Gubrium JF, et al. (eds) Qualitative Research 

Practice. London: Sage, 15–33.
Ristilammi P-M (1994) Rosengård och den svarta poesin: en studie av modern annorlun-

dahet [Rosengård and the Black Poetry: A Study of Modern Differentness]. Stockholm: 
Symposion.

Roulston K (2006) Close encounters of the ‘CA’ kind: a review of literature analysing talk in 
research interviews. Qualitative Research 6(4): 515–534.

Roulston K (2010) Considering quality in qualitative interviewing. Qualitative Research 10(2): 
199–228.

Ryen A (2004) Kvalitativ intervju [Qualitative Interviews] Malmö: Liber.
Tanggaard L (2007) The research interview as discourses crossing swords – the researcher and 

apprentice on crossing roads. Qualitative Inquiry 13(1): 160–176.

http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/referenceworks/9780080430768


734 Qualitative Research 13(6)

Thelander J (2006) Mutor i det godas tjänst? Biståndsarbetare i samtal om vardaglig korruption 
[Paying bribes to do good? Aid workers’ talk about everyday corruption]. Lund Dissertations 
in Sociology 70, Department of Sociology, Lund University, Sweden.

Thuesen F (2011) Navigating between dialogue and confrontation: phronesis and emotions in 
interviewing elites on ethnic discrimination. Qualitative Inquiry 17(7): 613–622.

Van Enk AJ (2009) The shaping effects of the conversational interview – an examination using 
Bakhtin’s theory of genre. Qualitative Inquiry 15(7): 1265–1286.

Wästerfors D and Holsanova J (2005) Examples as crucial arguments in discourse on ‘Others’. 
Text 25(4): 519–554.

Watson C (2006) Unreliable narrators? ‘Inconsistency’ (and some inconstancy) in interviews. 
Qualitative Research 6(3): 367–384.

Author biographies

Katarina Jacobsson is an Associate Professor of sociology at the School of Social Work, Lund 
University. Her major research areas are medical sociology and qualitative studies of deviance, 
social control and professional decision-making.

Malin Åkerström is a Professor at the Department of Sociology, Lund University, Sweden. Her 
research covers areas such as criminology, medical sociology and qualitative studies of deviance 
and social problems.


