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1. Interacting, observing, and recording 

Qualitative work requires the refining and bringing together of several techniques, among which 

we highlight the interviews, the observations, and the records of these observations, which are 

usually made in notebooks, or in the case of ethnographies, the classic field diary. This is a research 

instrument that consists of recording notes of observations, a material produced from the daily 

dedication of the researcher (Weber, 2009), which records observations about the characteristics 

and behaviours of the investigated, as well as the events that occur in the field. The technique was 

initially adopted by anthropologists - ethnographers - in the exercise of participant observations 

developed over a long time in a same place. The main users of this type of record, are still 

anthropologists, however, many sociologists have in a way also become enthusiasts of its 

production and use (Poupart et al., 2008).  

Although our study is neither ethnographic in nature nor based on participant observation, 

we start from the premise that observation and interview are techniques that can go hand in hand. 

Furthermore, it is worth highlighting the relevance of observation - considered the foundational 

element of scientific practice - which, even if developed in different ways, is a fundamental 

practice to all areas of knowledge (Poupart et al., 2008: 254; Pinksy, 2015). In this text, we discuss 

the relevance of observation in conducting interviews and address the relevance of using the 

material produced from the recording of the observations and memories of the interaction in 

notebooks and argue that this material adds information and contributes to an overall analysis of 

the research interviews.   

The interview is a form of social interaction (Santis, 1980; Sinding & Aronson, 2003; Caronia, 

2018; Denzin, 2001), a relational moment, although situated in time in a single event - and as such 

less ideal conditions than field studies developed from long-term observations - but with its own 

relational and interactional dynamics, requiring negotiation, attention, observation, empathy, 

flexibility and openness to serendipity. As Bertaux (1997) proposes, the researcher must be attentive, 

open his eyes, ears, intelligence, and sensitivity to what may be said or shown. Recording this 

information provides precious research material, with descriptive and reflective notes about the 

universe researched, the researcher themself as well as the research process. All this adds layers of 

information to the life stories narrated in the interviews, the tape recorder allowing the recording of 

the voice and the notes allowing the recollection of situations in which the main means of 

communication was not verbal (Oliveira, 2014; Pinsky, 2015; Queen, 1928). 

In our record of observations, there are descriptions and comments on the definition of the 

interview, some details of the "negotiation" for its development, the dynamics of the interaction 

itself, the posture of the interviewer and interviewee, sensitive issues, difficult and reflective 

moments or those of relative relaxation (Pinsky, 2015). These are our ingredients of the "dense" 

description of interview situations (Gertz, 1926), we observe not only the explicit narrative, but also 

the observable context, the implicit postures and, above all, how these life stories are being told 

(White, 1981; Valladares, 2007; Poupart et al., 2008). After all, how life stories are told informs us 

about the life stories themselves (Abrantes, 2014).  

The main aim of our study is to understand the interdependence of events experienced 

by an individual throughout their life (including different life spheres) and within their family (as a 

whole and directed at family members). The family is understood by us as the microcosm of the 
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interdependence of life events on the one hand, and of the cross-effects between the life events 

of all members on the other.  To this end, we interviewed 15 households living in the metropolitan 

area of Lisbon, between August 2019 and January 2020, in a pre-pandemic context. Our sample 

has 49 individuals - 23 women and 26 men with an average age of 52 years for parents and 23 

years for their children. The information and data were gathered through individual semi-structured 

interviews with each member of the household, and we used other tools to collect and 

complement the narrative information, namely the completion of a family tree per family and a 

life calendar per person. Even though we resorted to using diverse tools to collect information, we 

went to each interview with "a black notebook" to take notes of the situation. However, although 

we were certain of the importance of collecting such information and making observation records, 

we did not know exactly at what point this information would be used, but we were sure of its 

relevance for conducting a contextualised and global analysis of the interaction (Pinsky, 2015; 

Santis, 1980; Weber, 2009).   

 

Picture 1 – The “black notebook” 

 

Source: Linked Lives project notebook 
 

 

In this text we will talk about these notes. Notes about the process of research, about the 

challenges faced in conducting the interviews and we will also discuss some "details" such as the 

tone of voice, the explicit refusals of answers and silences to certain questions, the difficulty in 

maintaining eye contact, or the demonstration of emotions (commotion, sadness, revolt, for 

example) during the interaction. This is only possible by recording the observations, by taking notes. 

We assume the pertinence of observation and records of what was seen and we argue the great 

potential of notes for a global analysis of the interviews, despite being fully aware of the differences 

of insertion and observation for extended periods, which ethnographies require (White, 1981; 

Valladares, 2007; Poupart et al., 2008; Oliveira, 2013).  
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2. Inside the “black notebook”: making a note of what? 

 

As mentioned earlier, our notebook contains our records and impressions of what we observed 

explicitly or implicitly in our interactions with interviewees. Some of these notes hold information 

describing intimate environments, such as the interviewees' homes or reflective, sometimes 

sensitive notes about difficult emotional moments of reflection. Qualitative research faces a 

number of ethical challenges, issues we must handle seriously and attentively. In the case of using 

interviews as the main data collection technique, in addition to what involves the moment of 

interaction itself, we must also consider the post-interview period. Subsequent publications, 

dissemination of information and analysis should always be ethically reflected upon with the aim 

of causing the least possible harm to the interviewees. The intimate and private nature of the family 

adds further layers of complexity to the material collected; in our study we conducted interviews 

with all members of the same family and this raises important issues about confidentiality between 

family members that should be reflected and managed in any disclosure (Gabb, 2010; Larossa, et 

al., 1981). Obviously, this reflection is also necessary in relation to the publication of the whole or 

parts of a notebook, which contains records of physical characteristics of the interviewees, 

sometimes of their homes, information about difficult or emotional moments and other elements 

that characterised the interactions of the interviews.  

In the bibliography surveyed on field notebook uses, censorship of the material produced 

is one of the issues that are considered (Valladares, 2007; Poupart, 2008; Weber, 2009). However, 

the cuts and deletions of material recorded in observation are usually thought of according to the 

researcher's perception of the "usefulness" of the records in the final text. In our case we consider 

the final text, nevertheless, there is certain information that we chose not to mention due to the 

type of record made and the impact that certain information could have on our commitment to 

confidentiality among family members. Therefore, we will present the records in a systematised 

way, in fewer details on more sensitive information, seeking to demonstrate the potential of this 

type of material for a global analysis that considers the negotiation, the context, the implied 

meanings, and the interpretations of the interview interaction.  

With regard to the production of notes, we are aware of the difficulties in keeping an 

absolutely systematic annotation of the situations experienced in the interactions, as annotations 

at the moment of the interview may divert the focus of the questions, or even, annoy the 

interviewees for not being the target of our full attention, thus, we chose to develop the habit and 

discipline of writing down or drawing, immediately at the end of the interviews, all possible 

information, in order to produce the most reliable records of the observations made (White, 1981; 

Valladares, 2007; Kuschnir, 2019; Taussig, 2009). In some cases, new records were inserted after 

listening to the audios of the recordings. That said, we present a table with the systematisation of 

these records, which we divided into two major axes: descriptive and reflective notes. 
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Table 1 - Systematisation of the notes 

 Descriptive notes 

 

Reflective notes 

Interviewee portrait - Age, occupation, position in the 

family, general physical aspects. 

- Some relations between 

observable elements of the ethos 

of the interviewees with their 

class position. 

Family portrait - Classification of the household 

in our social mobility grid. 

- Number of persons interviewed 

in the household. 

- General characteristics such as 

punctuality, manner of speaking, 

adherence to participation in the 

study. 

 

- Relationship between class and 

generational habitus among 

household members. 

- Relationships between 

information already obtained 

from other household members 

and that provided by the 

interviewee. 

Place where the interview 

took place 

- Description of the environment 

(university or interviewee's home). 

- At home: description of the 

spaces accessed, notes on place 

of residence, type of residence, 

decoration and organisation of 

the house. 

- Relationship between the place 

where the interview was 

conducted and the fluidity of the 

interview. 

- Reflections on the behaviour of 

the interviewees in relation to the 

interview environment. 

- Reflections on the degree of 

intimacy conferred on the 

interviewer, usually very low. 

General context of the 

interview 

- Information about family 

member who included the 

household in the study (was it the 

family member or another 

member of the household?) 

- Length of interview. 

- Fluidity of the interview. 

- Relationship between interview 

duration and fluidity with general 

characteristics of the interviewee 

and the family, as well as the 

interviewer. 

Interviewee's behaviour - Description of gestures, tone of 

voice, silences, laughter, tears, 

various emotions, shyness about 

the situation, interest or disinterest 

in the interview. 

- Attention to issues that led to 

certain behaviours. 

- Understanding of reasons that 

led to silence or change of voice. 

- Reflection on the impact of 

shyness or interest on the progress 

of the interview. 

- Reflection on the discursive 

capacity or openness to discuss 

certain subjects to the detriment 

of others. 

- Revealing secrets or taboos. 

Interviewer's behaviour - Description of gestures, tone of 

voice, ability to make oneself 

understood. 

- Reflection on the interviewer’s 

immigration status. 

- Reflection about the fear of not 

being understood due to the 

accent. 

- Reaction to unexpected 

answers and imposition of the 

interviewee's own agendas. 

Unforeseen events and 

adverse situations 

- Registration of late or absent 

interviewees. 

- Adverse conditions of the 

interview environment. 

- Questions without answers. 

- Little eye contact. 

- Reflection on the impact of the 

interview environment on the 

interview's fluidity. 

- Reflection on the reasons that 

led interviewees not to answer 

certain questions. 

- Reasons that may have led to 

little (or no) eye contact. 

Emergent themes - Description of topics, e.g., family 

secrets, conflicts, division of 

property. 

- Incidence of the themes that 

emerged, connection between 

them. 

Linked/connected events 

(project theme) 

- Description of events - Drawings, graphs and mind-

maps, about events and 

situations that linked the lives of 

household members. 

Source: Linked Lives project notebook. 
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As mentioned, the descriptive notes provide a general presentation of the interviewee and the 

interview context, with descriptions of specific situations in relation to the interviewee and the 

interviewer. The reflective notes focus on the perception of certain observable aspects, ethos, 

behaviours, verbal, and non-verbal communication (gestures and silences), emerging themes and 

some autoethnographic notes (Oliveira, 2014). This material configures the construction and 

elaboration of processes of interpretations and attribution of meaning about the interaction, which 

were added to previous information that we had about the interviewees, such as profession, level 

of education, age, and classification in the social mobility grid that we had previously prepared 

for the selection of informants. 

That said, we argue that notes are relevant for an understanding of certain aspects that 

would not be possible based on the speech record alone. We will describe and reflect on different 

situations where we faced challenges regarding where to conduct the interview, establishing a 

trusting relationship with the interviewee, and we will address some aspects of the interviewer-

interviewee relationship as well as the moments of reflection. 

 

2.1 Notebook, life calendar and Linked Lives 

 

We begin by addressing the relevance of the notes to the research development process always 

in dialogue with the aim of the study. As mentioned initially, in our study, we used the family as the 

microcosm to investigate how lives are connected, addressing the interdependence of life events 

and also the cross-effects between the life events of family members. Mindful of the aims of our 

study, we wrote reflective notes on the life events of the individuals interviewed to understand how 

such an event might reflect or connect to other life events of other family members. Recording 

these notes immediately after the interview was crucial as they enabled reflection and elaboration 

from what was said and observed in the interviews. These notes have a particularity, as their 

elaboration was in a way joint between interviewer and interviewees as they are based on the 

reflections of the interviewer on the one hand, and, on the connections between the events that 

were established by the interviewee themselves, on the other hand. This process was only possible 

thanks to the use of the life calendar filled out at the time of the joint interview. The calendar is 

used as a complementary resource that helps the interviewee to remember and reflect on 

moments of their life in a chronological way, establishing connections and correlations between 

the events experienced (Nico, 2011).  

The notes we take about these events have a graphic format, not very elaborate drawings 

mixed with texts, they are "sketches, doodles, scribbles, drafts, research insights" (Azevedo, 2016: 

116), information not always textual, autobiographical records integrated the field notes, in our 

case, the interview notes (Berger, 2007; Taussig, 2009). We present an example below: 
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Pictures 2, 3 and 4: notebooks drawing 

 

      

 
Source: Linked Lives project notebook 

 

Such drawings or graphic notes assist in the attribution of meaning to the data collected. They 

concern the development process of the research itself, which was also being recorded in the 

notebook - even if there was no intention of later use for publication, they nevertheless contribute 

to the production of research material, the identification and better adaptation of hypotheses and 

emerging themes. In the case of life events and their connections, they act as a visual 

interpretation that was developed in conjunction with the interviewees from the narrative and the 

filling in of the life calendar. 

 

3. Interviews conducted and challenges faced: the importance of notes to understanding the 

context  

 

Conducting interviews is in itself a challenge, because although supported with techniques and 

scripts, the way the interviewee will react, adhere to the agenda proposed by the interviewer or 

not, is an unknown that is only revealed at the time of the interview (Pinsky, 2015). Some of these 

moments when the pre-designed script leaves the interviewer's control may be considered as 
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"flawed" interviews that would come to be discarded, considered out of pattern, or the like. 

However, we argue that even these interviews may reveal important elements for the 

understanding of the analysed universe, as well as the data collection process as a whole. The 

notes recorded on adverse situations contribute to the analysis and subsequent reflection about 

the interaction in addition to the study itself (Sinding & Aronson, 2003; Jacobsson & Åkerström, 

2013). 

 

Table 2 – challenges in interviews situations  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Challenges 

faced  

 Type of notes  

Short description 

of situation 

Interviewee 

reaction 

Interviewer 

reaction 

Reflection about 

the situation 

 

Challenges 

imposed by 

the interview 

location 

Case 1. 1st 

interview and 1st 

interview at 

home of 

interviewee. 

 

Estrangement Anxiety for 

the first 

interview of 

the project 

Pondering on 

the cadence of 

the questions 

and the 

conduct of the 

interview. 

 

Challenges 

imposed by 

the 

conditions 

under which 

the interview 

was 

conducted 

Case 12. 

Interview at 

university, the 

interviewee 

participated 

because 

another relative 

asked him to, 

spoke very little 

and did not 

develop the 

questions asked 

Showing little 

interest to 

elaborate 

answers, many 

short answers 

such as yes and 

no, or saying 

that only 

parents could 

answer for such 

matters 

Constant 

attempts to 

break the ice 

and 

sequences of 

questions to 

try to develop 

the themes of 

the script 

This was a very 

young 

interviewee, still 

with little 

autonomy in 

relation to the 

decisions he 

made, he really 

still depended a 

lot on his 

parents and 

adopted his 

own agenda of 

elaborating very 

little in his 

answers. 

Case 18. 

Interview at 

university, the 

interviewee 

participated 

because 

another relative 

asked him to, 

spoke very little 

and did not 

develop the 

questions asked 

Showing little 

interest to 

elaborate 

answers, many 

short answers 

such as yes and 

no. 

Constant 

attempts to 

break the ice 

and 

sequences of 

questions to 

try to develop 

the themes of 

the script. 

Another young 

interviewee, 

despite our 

attempts to 

make the 

interaction 

friendly and 

comfortable, 

the interviewee 

maintained his 

own agenda of 

responding with 

minimal 

elaboration to 

many of the 

questions asked.  

Case 37. 

Interview at 

home, where the 

interviewee had 

his back to me 

the whole time. 

Feeling of 

unease, the 

interviewee was 

rather shy and 

did not make 

eye contact 

Feeling of 

unease. I had 

difficulties 

dealing with 

the situation 

at first, I tried 

to make eye 

contact but 

without 

success. 

Some situations 

reported by the 

interviewee 

moved him a 

lot, not making 

eye contact 

with me seemed 

to be the way 

he found to talk 

about his life 

with an 

unknown person 

Source: Linked Lives project notebook. 
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As we have seen, the challenges recorded are linked to the place of realization, the development 

of the interaction and some surprises in relation to the unfolding of the behaviour of the 

interviewees, which is common in human interactions, as these do not occur in an equal and pre-

moulded way. Below, we develop two of the four cases presented: we chose to present these two 

cases, accounts written in the first person, as representations of the development of the research. 

The two interviews chosen are the first interview and the most difficult interview to be carried out. 

 

The first interview: the fear and the anxiety of beginning 

The first interview conducted in a study has particular characteristics, although the scripts are 

carefully developed, and tested thoroughly, the application with the person to be interviewed is 

always special, it is there that everything begins. Even if we have experience in conducting 

interviews, the first ones may always require adjustments, it helps us to observe our own behaviour, 

to better develop the ability to make ourselves understood, to ask questions in an intelligible 

manner, for example. Recording first impressions, successes, and mistakes, as well as emerging 

themes is fundamental.  

Thus, the first interview of the project took place in the house of one of the interviewees. It 

was a rich opportunity to perform a contextual and global observation of the person’s way of life, 

everything which could perhaps be revealed by the observation of the space of the house to 

which I was allowed access (Bourdieu, 1979). It was a long conversation of about an hour and a 

half, we filled in the family tree, the life calendar and, the memories of life sometimes resulted in 

tears, but she was always very collaborative. At times, she showed some fear in recording certain 

information on tape recorder, which was always respected and with the progress of the interview 

the interaction flowed better.  

Besides recording reflections and anxieties about the beginning of data collection, the 

notes on this interview also describe particularities in relation to me as interviewer. In interaction 

situations, it is commonly considered that there is a disparate power relationship between 

interviewer and interviewee, in which the former would hold the greatest degree of power in this 

relationship (Sinding & Aronson, 2003). However, there are situations in which this power relationship 

is not evident and pre-defined (Pinsky, 2015), as was my case. My condition as interviewer could 

give me greater power in the relationship for asking the questions and managing the interaction, 

however, my condition of existence, as a Brazilian, with strong Latin American indigenous traits, an 

immigrant from a country that was once a colony of Portugal - the current country in which the 

study is developed - newly arrived and integrated into the research team, did not corroborate the 

power relationship between interviewer and interviewee, where the former is on top, as previously 

assumed. Individually, many were the fears that surrounded me, amongst them, the fear of not 

being well received and, mainly, that of not being able to make myself understood due to my 

accent and Brazilian Portuguese. Anyway, this was duly registered for future reflection and 

adjustments that might be necessary.  I could not avoid, therefore, also registering the fact that I 

was very well received and the relief in having had a first interview that went well, despite our age, 

social and cultural differences. 
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Attention to gestures and behaviour: when eye contact does not occur 

Much of the interviews planned for our study had already been conducted and there was already 

a lot of data collected by this point. I left to visit one more family, in a case where all the interviews 

were scheduled to take place at the interviewees' homes, one on each day of the week. Interviews 

outside the university always demand care regarding the preparation of the route, research on the 

place where the house is located. Arriving at the family home, it was in a different region from 

those I had known, I entered the building, knocked on the door and all the residents were present. 

I was welcomed and I then asked about having a more private place to conduct the interview, as 

confidentiality between interviews with different members of the same family has always been one 

of the preconditions of our data collection. I was then directed to a room that had the possibility 

of closing the door so that the noise would not disturb the voice recording, and also so that the 

other residents who would later be interviewed would not hear the content of that first interview.  

I greeted my interviewee, he told me to sit on the sofa behind the table where he was sitting, it was 

the only place available in a room full of technological devices, televisions, computers, and video 

games. The interviewee sat in front of a computer and remained so, and there would have been 

no problem about that, however, he sat with his back to me. I tried a few times to move to make 

eye contact with him, but it was in vain. Even in the face of this unusual situation, I went ahead with 

the interview, after all, I could always use the audio from the recording. It was a particularly difficult 

interview, as eye contact is very relevant for communication. However, uncovering the reasons for 

which the interviewee conducted the interview in this way were equally important, so I took note 

of the situation. The interviewee was very shy and found it difficult to talk about his life with me, a 

stranger, only because a relative of his asked him to do so. It was difficult for him to broach certain 

issues and events in his family life, especially those involving the building of bonds or the breakdown 

of relationships. There were emotional moments during this interaction, some more sensitive issues 

were not covered in depth, this was a choice of the interviewee. I tried to get details, but I also 

needed to be attentive to notice and respect the fact that the interviewee did not feel 

comfortable detailing certain issues in his life. The premise we have always adopted of trying to 

provide a comfortable and empathetic environment for the interview, without overstepping the 

limits imposed by the interviewees in certain situations, was pushed to the limit in this interview. It 

was not a failed interview, but it was a difficult interaction, in which eye contact only occurred at 

some moments when filling out the family tree and which made us reflect on the reasons that 

triggered this type of interaction. 

 

4. Understanding and reacting to tough moments 

 

As we said initially, human communication does not rely solely on speech, it is much more complex 

and full of subtleties (Demo, 2012). It is at this point that observation with a keen eye, flexibility, 

openness, serendipity and common sense contribute to the overall analysis of the context of the 

interviews, moving beyond the narrative, despite having it as our main focus. For this, it is necessary 

to consider that there are particular aspects in these subtleties of communication that are part of 

the situations of research interviews, that are which are human interactions. 
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In our study, there are aspects that stood out in the interviews that we can discuss here, 

thanks to the recording of observations in our notebook. Some interactions were marked by the 

shyness of the interviewees, which was quite common among the young people interviewed. Most 

of the time in this study, the interviews with young people occurred because their parents asked 

them to participate in our study. Also a common aspect among other older interviewees, shyness 

was greater when the interviewee was not the contact person who agreed to include the family 

in the study participation. Rereading our "black notebook", notes such as "the young person was 

very embarrassed, the beginning of the interview did not flow very well" stood out as frequent, but 

not only among the young people. There are also notes such as "the interviewee was limited to 

answering only yes or no"; "the interviewee did not show much interest in developing the questions" 

among other age groups. Another aspect, most likely related to this, was the length of the 

interviews. Some interviews with young people were considerably shorter, with individuals more 

often imposing their own agenda and keeping their responses to questions to a minimum (as shown 

in table 2). A third aspect has to do with the interviewer's intuitive decision not to delve too deeply 

into topics that interviewees clearly or most likely did not feel comfortable talking about, instead 

making an effort to understand the possible reasons for these silences and non-verbal ways of 

expressing difficult moments in their trajectories; ultimately, to respect them, whatever format 

(verbal, non-verbal) they came to our attention. Below, we present a systematisation of these 

moments in interviews, considering behaviour of the interviewee and the interviewer. 

 

Table 3 Interviewer and interviewees reactions in emotional, difficult, or tough moments  

Interviewees’ 

behaviour 

during the 

emotional 

moment 

disclosure 

 Interviewer reaction to the behaviour of 

the interviewees 

Interviewer reflection 

Ask to elaborate  Return to the topic 

later in the interview 

 

Reflection and brief situation 

description 

Silence / 

omission 

 

Case 5. Relationship with biological 

father.  

Talking with few words and did 

not have much to say about 

the father. You can't say much 

about those who know little. 

Case 15. Talk about family conflicts  It was a bit of a fluid interview 

at first, but it went well in the 

end. Refused to give 

information about the brothers 

at the beginning of the 

interview disclosing a serious 

family conflict.  

Case 36. 

Relationship 

with father. 

 

 

Little eye contact to avoid 

talking about the father. 

 Case 39. Talk about adolescence Use of metaphors and little 

clarification by the interviewee 

to talk about critical moments 

in her adolescence. Not 

explaining in detail was a way 

of protecting herself from the 

past. 

Emotions Case 7. Talk about the brother. 

Talk about alcohol problems (sadness) 

A very long and emotional 

interview, some events of life 

were very difficult to explain. 

The interviewee also resorted 

to the use of metaphors to 

mention past problems with 

which he did not feel 

comfortable.  
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Case 11. Family conflicts (sadness). 

 

Family conflicts appeared as 

very important and difficult to 

deal with. 

Case 15. Talk about family conflicts 

(revolt, anger) 

Demonstration of revolt and 

anger at situations 

experienced between 

brothers. Perhaps therefore he 

refrained from giving details of 

these family members. 

Case 20. Talk about family conflicts 

(sadness) 

Talk about family financial problems 

(revolt, sadness).  

Another very long and 

emotional interview, where 

talking about problems and 

conflicts seemed to be an 

escape valve. Many details 

were covered. The interviewee 

referred to the interview as a 

moment of opening. 

Case 21. Family conflicts and older sister's 

departure from home. 

(sadness, revolt) 

Difficulty in communicating 

due to shyness, however, 

moments of reflection were 

highlighted in relation to family 

conflicts and, the loneliness 

and a certain revolt she felt for 

having to deal with this at such 

a young age. 

Case 25. Talk 

about a death 

of a close friend 

(sadness) 

 When filling in the life calendar, 

already at the end of the 

interview, the memory of the 

death of a close friend in early 

youth was a very emotional 

moment, this highlighted the 

importance of this friendship for 

the interviewee, who granted 

us an interview in a very calm 

and quiet way throughout the 

rest of the time 

Case 32. Tragic death of friends 

(indifference) 

Among many other impacting 

events, mentioning a tragic 

accident in which he witnessed 

the death of friends without 

showing emotion seemed the 

best way found by the 

interviewee to deal with death. 

Case 33. Talk about the biological parents 

(indifference and little bit of revolt) 

The absence of the biological 

parents was an important 

event mentioned by the 

interviewee. She made a point 

of showing that this made no 

difference in her life, despite 

showing some anger with the 

whole situation. 

Case 37. Talk about the biological 

parents (sadness, shame) 

The big challenge between our 

interviews, with hardly any eye 

contact. When asked about his 

biological parents, a silence 

followed by tears. It was a 

sensitive subject. 

Source: Linked Lives project notebook. 

 

We have chosen to present some of the reflections we recorded about these cases in a succinct 

way, indeed, it is an option to avoid exposing sensitive information about the interviewees, as well 

as using the nomenclature of "case numbers". However, we have highlighted an example of each 

situation, again, with accounts written in the first person, one about silence/omission and another 

about emotional moments that we consider to be an exemplary type of case.  
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“You're not going to ask me about them, are you?” 

In an interview that started a bit roughly, in one of the university rooms, our interviewee, who arrived 

quite late after the agreed time, sat down and showed that she was not very comfortable. She 

was there because one of her relatives had asked her to participate in our study which was to be 

carried out with all the members of the household. I explained what the interview was about, I read 

the terms, we signed papers, I tried to make her comfortable. I started asking the questions from 

our script, coming to a specific block about what life was like at the age of 15 - one of the types of 

questions about the interviewee and the household at this point in their lives. On trying to find out 

about the father, the answer was a harsh and dry "I don't know". All right, I set off to ask about 

siblings. "I have [siblings], but you're not going to ask me anything about them, are you? Because I 

don't know anything about them". The interviewee seemed nervous, in the aftermath, silence 

ensued. It was a complicated moment, I thought about how best to react in front of this situation. 

I answered her that it was ok, you don't have to talk about what you don't know, it is normal, I told 

her we would only talk about what she remembered or knew, we had a moment of calm, I gained 

some confidence. The interviewee did not seem very interested in answering our questions in rich 

detail, but this gradually changed. We started to fill in the family tree, and I needed at least the 

names of the relatives. I asked her calmly if she would be comfortable telling me the names of her 

siblings. More calmly, she told me yes, that she knew and could tell me that. While filling in the tree, 

she began to reveal some family stories, she talked about those with whom she had some contact 

and, briefly, the reasons for their estrangement. There was a troubled relationship between siblings 

after the illness and subsequent death of the mother, and this conflict was the reason for the silence 

and initial resistance. 

 

A mix of emotions 

This interviewee came to our meeting at the university and seemed very comfortable. We began 

the initial protocols for conducting the interview and already after the first questions, she began to 

talk about her life in a very relaxed way and gave many details of the stories she recalled. It was a 

long conversation, one of the longest interviews we have conducted, over two hours. There were 

many stories to tell, many individual and family events charged with emotions that were not always 

positive. We know that the emotions of remarkable experiences are those that contribute to our 

way of being, being and perceiving the world and permeate the presentation of the self (Abrantes, 

2014). Among the many stories that were told at various moments of the interview, not only in 

reaction to the questions in the script or the use of our information addition tools, themes stood out 

such as family conflicts, sadness, disappointments with people close to them, financial difficulties 

and changes in life patterns. It was a melting pot of events and emotions experienced throughout 

life, many events linked between her life and the lives of other family members. An exemplary case 

for a study on how life events and the way people's lives are linked. The situations and events 

narrated were remarkable, at one point even I, as an interviewer used to hearing all kinds of stories, 

caught myself feeling moved by one of the situations narrated. This was not intentional, but it 

awakened in her a greater level of confidence in my interest in her life story and that of her family. 

And she talked and talked... At the end she thanked me. It was unusual, but it was a thank you for 

being an unknown ear, an ear that listened and did not judge her, it was an interview with a certain 
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"confessional effect" (Brückner & Mayer, 1998:152) in which addressing intimate and/or sensitive 

subjects was not a problem, because the interviewee was talking to someone who is not part of 

her conviviality. 

 

 

Some final remarks 

 

[...] The qualitative analyst observes everything, what is or is not said: the gestures, the 

look, the swing, the handling of the body, the waving of the hands, the face of who 

speaks or stops speaking, because everything can be imbued with meaning and 

express more than the speech itself, because human communication is made of 

subtleties (Demo, 2012, p. 33). 

 
The main objective of this text was to present the potentiality of observation, as well as the 

production and use of notebook records in conducting interviews. Although the interview, by itself, 

is a complete and very important technique for data collection in qualitative analysis, we argue 

that the development of research has much to gain with the adherence of the use of various 

techniques for data collection. Mainly, not to precede the observation, a practice inherent to any 

scientific procedure and that contributes very positively to the overall analysis of the interviews’ 

context, human interactions based on communication, which in turn, does not focus solely on 

speech, but is marked by observable subtleties (Demo, 2012; Caronia, 2018). However, for science, 

merely observing is not enough, it is necessary to record what is observed, the dense description 

of the situation or the field and this depends on the discipline and commitment of the researcher 

with the production and interpretation of the records (Gertz, 1926; White, 1981; Valladares, 2007; 

Weber, 2009).  

We therefore maintained a regime of records of the observations made after the interview 

interactions and with this, we were able to add even more layers of information to our main data 

collection method, which was the interview. Such records were equally important for conducting 

autobiographical analysis (Pinsky, 2015); processes of interpretation, hypothesis building and 

research insights (Azevedo, 2016; Kuschnir, 2019; Taussig, 2009).   

Finally, in this text we have chosen to make a systematic and less detailed presentation of 

the situations and notes taken during the process of conducting the 49 interviews collected in the 

scope of our study. A choice that we made due to the commitment assumed with the interviewees 

on the one hand, and in line with ethical reflections that we make with each publication, due to 

the already mentioned fact of working with a material as ethically complex as the data of the 

families obtained in interviews with all the members of the household. We believe that even so, we 

were still able to demonstrate the pertinence of using the observations and notes to contextualise 

the interviews, carrying out an analysis between the lines. 
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