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IN-DEPTH INTERVIEWS

the male nurses expressed their views was evident in many of the topics related to gen-
der. When they were asked about their views on the effect of the increasing numbers of 
men in nursing, they reported positive effects to both the male and female interviewer, 
but in much more direct ways to the male interviewer. Williams and Heikes suggest the 
more careful way this was expressed to the female interviewer reflects a social desirabil-
ity bias, in that male nurses may well be reluctant to appear sexist to a woman, so are 
unlikely to make the very direct claims they did to the male interviewer, such as attribut-
ing current poor pay within the profession to the fact that it was dominated by ‘divorced 
women or single women’. Similarly, in talking to a same gender interviewer, the men 
were less likely to report instances of being badly treated by male physicians. Such sto-
ries may lower their status in the eyes of another man, but are possible to discuss with 
a woman, who could be expected to be empathetic.

A superficial content analysis of the two sets of interviews would not have revealed 
the subtle differences in not only what was discussed, but in how these topics were 
discussed. These differences are an important contribution to the analysis, as they sug-
gest some of the ways that gender roles, as enacted in the interview, also influence 
gender roles as they relate to the topic of interest, in this case, the implications of being 
male in a female-dominated profession.

These studies also illustrate some of the advantages of a qualitative approach to 
interviewing for relatively sensitive topics. The format of the in-depth interview allows 
the interviewee to frame their responses carefully, articulating their views in ways that 
maintain a valued identity in the eyes of the interviewer. In a more structured interview, 
if there is no space to qualify their answer, with fewer opportunities for the interviewee 
to nuance their replies, they may only give the socially desirable responses.

Interactions are inevitably gendered, although the precise ways in which gender oper-
ates to shape data depend on the cultural context of the study. In this example, the 
researchers had to reflect on their roles relative to that of the interviewee, as well as the 
status of their interviewees relative to others that they work with (female nurses, male 
physicians). This kind of reflexivity is part of the analysis of a qualitative study. This is 
not a matter of addressing ‘bias’ but of analysing how gender roles shape what can and 
can’t be said, and what this tells us about the topic under investigation.

Reflective questions

It was a matter of coincidence that these two studies were able to be used and compared 
with each other to show the effect of the interviewers’ gender. Can you think of any other 
settings where you might deliberately set out to investigate this kind of nuanced differ-
ence in how people speak? How might you think about taking these issues into account 
in either research that you might plan to conduct OR in accounts reported in other peo-
ple’s research?

Feedback

One example might be exploring the different ways children speak about their oral 
hygiene practices (tooth-brushing) when interviewed in a peer-group setting or by an 
adult. Neither will tell you what they actually do but both will give an indication of how 
they want to represent themselves in each setting. You will need to remember that these 
are only accounts and that the context in which they are produced will affect the content.
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GENERATING DATA

vignettes were also instructive: only one respondent, for instance, mentioned the trade 
union as a possible source of support for problems at work, and only one mentioned 
senior officers. These respondents had few external resources on which to draw for help: 
the damaging effects of work on health were simply what one had to put up with. As one 
respondent put it, about a vignette: ‘What can he do? He has to work’.

Reflective questions

Reflect here on the use of vignettes; what kinds of details were required in order to gen-
erate meaningful data? Imagine you are interested in finding out if gendered norms and 
expectations differently affect the diets of men and women in a shared family home – 
how might ‘vignettes’ help generate meaningful data? Would there be advantages over 
using more traditional one-to-one in-depth interviews?

Feedback

Things that might be understood as directly affecting a person’s health and its possible 
long-term effect on their ability to work, could be things such as smoking and drinking, 
their age, opportunities for other forms of employment (qualifications, experience etc.), 
or having a dependent family. This emphasis on ‘background’ or structural factors also 
invites participants to comment on what they consider more proximate circumstances 
that they believe will affect health, such as current working practices. In a study of gen-
der and diets, vignettes might present situations in terms of gender differences (e.g. 
portion size, responsibility for choosing the food bought) which participants may simply 
see as ‘natural’ family arrangements; this would allow people to have negative views of 
the hypothetical arrangements without appearing disloyal to their own family if they 
were to be asked directly about their own circumstances.

Location
The location of an interview, like the social and cultural context, has an impact on 
the kind of data generated (Green and Hart 1999). The same person may stress 
different aspects of their identity in an out-patient clinic, a private room in their 
home, or in their workplace. In general, in most developed country settings it is 
preferable to interview in a private space that the interviewee feels is ‘theirs’. This 
ensures confidentiality, and a relaxed atmosphere to develop a rapport. Of course 
in many settings such privacy may be impossible, or may be viewed as a suspicious 
request. On a more practical level, interviewing someone in ‘their’ space, particu-
larly at their home, can seem very intrusive. You are invited in but then cannot 
behave according to the social rules for guests, as you may have to ask to move 
furniture in order to be near enough to the microphone, or perhaps ask them to 
turn off the television in the room (some recordings pick up so much background 
noise that interviews can be impossible to transcribe if done in a noisy room), or 
ask others to leave. A quiet room away from other distractions is often suggested 
as ideal, but in practice it is not always possible. In settings where privacy is not so 
prized, requesting it can be interpreted as threatening: Why is the interviewer so 

(Continued)
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