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Abstract 
This position paper reflects on the impact of 
bereavement on research-oriented interviewing. 
Participation provided the context for self-reflection, 
self-doubt, and reconstruction of a hospice narrative as 
a result of the interview. This paper also addresses the 
ethical dilemma of intervention during research 
interviews, such as instances when a participant 
explicitly or inadvertently turns to researchers for 
emotional comfort and interpretation. Although this 
paper offers no definitive conclusions on the ethics of 
co-construction during research interviewing, it does 
reflect on the researcher’s training as a social 
anthropologist, and slippage between being a 
participant-observer and interviewer. 
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Introduction 
Anthropology is the study of human cultures and 
societies, particularly overlapping social structures, 
practices, and beliefs that result in the particular 
expressions of humanity in different times and places 
[1]. Early anthropologists were often explorers, travel 
writers, and adjuncts to colonial administrators who 
had a fascination with or required inside information 
about new human groups encountered during the age 
of discovery [2]. Since the earliest days of the 
discipline, the main method of knowledge production 
was to go out into “the field” for extended periods of 
time to learn from “others” by integrating into their 
society and adopting their daily way of life. 
Interviewing in this paradigm is fluid and sometimes 
heavily embedded in “the doing” of everyday life; 
conversations you engage in while observing and 
completing other tasks. 

Anthropologists aim to leave the field with rich 
descriptions of how a society functions, often learning 
as much about the assumptions and operations of their 
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own society as much as those of the other. As a result, 
anthropologists have long struggled with traversing 
between roles of an observer and participant and an 
outsider and insider to societies under examination; 
invoking much self-reflection and criticism of master 
narratives that better fit on side of the story than the 
other. Anthropology’s history of participant-observation 
is embedded in a tradition of pragmatism [3], in which 
theories and beliefs emerge from repeated observation 
and experiences that offer practical solutions to 
everyday problems. 

With the revolution of modern science, research has 
largely turned away from introspection as a source of 
credible data. The development of rationalist objectivity 
and the scientific method cast doubt on old methods of 
research that centered around the researchers 
themselves as instruments through which data is 
collected and interpreted. Pure, objective, research 
became predicated on methodologies that attempt to 
control undue influences of the researcher that distort 
data and reduce its credibility by veering away from the 
observable [4] [5]. Interviewing in this paradigm is 
characterized by standardization of process and 
composure of the researcher, who offers little insight or 
emotion to the participant in fear of inadvertently 
contaminating their data. 

The case presented in this paper is situated firmly 
within the crossroads of an instrumentalist and a 
pragmatic approach to interviewing, in which the 
participant turns to researcher for comfort and 
interpretation and the researcher feels as if it would 
have been insensitive, and perhaps, unethical to not 
respond. The following case example shows an instance 
in which the participant took control of the interview, 

turning the questions around on the researcher, and 
reflected in the impact of the interview on how she, the 
participant, felt about herself, her past-actions, and her 
future needs. 

Description of the Case 
Claire1 learned of our study from a campus flyer. A 
friend of hers, Francine, who was a former employee of 
the University, had recently passed away and Claire 
was on campus helping with preparations for the 
memorial. Claire was in her early 60’s. She was 
articulate, analytical in her thinking, and had an 
illustrative way of describing her recent hospice 
experience, which probably reflected her experience in 
the media industry and her own experiences 
interviewing for a living. 

Example 1: A Hint Of Self-Reflection 
From the onset of our interview, it was apparently that 
Claire was monitoring her own performance. Mid way in 
her response to the first question she stopped to say,  

Claire: you stop me when you want to move on to the 
next question or do you want me to... 

This spark of self-reflection at the start of the interview 
would reemerge two more times, each a little more 
forcefully, until the researcher felt the need to respond 
to it more formally and traverse from a passive receiver 
of a narrative to a participant in the co-construction of 
how Claire understood her own actions and perceived 
shortcomings. 

                                                   
1 All names are pseudonyms. 



  

Example 2: A Missed Opportunity 
During the middle of the interview, I asked Claire about 
how emotional or sensitive topics were handled 
between Francine and herself and I asked her to give 
me an illustrative example. Claire chose to tell me a 
story about a moment she felt she missed the 
opportunity to discuss something important to Francine 
due to her own emotional reaction of intimidation 
invoked by the subject of death. For Claire, she 
described a visceral feeling associated with how she 
responded to the situation: 

Claire: And I think that would have been the night that 
she realized, or admitted to herself, that she wasn’t 
going to make it. But generally when she and I had the 
conversation, it was more along the lines that she said 
to me, when they told her she was going to stay in the 
hospital, she said, "I don’t have a cellphone number for 
Frank [Francine’s son], do you think I should try to get 
a hold of him?" And I said, "I think you're not there 
yet." And I… keep second guessing myself, […] 
and I think she was looking for something from 
me and I was like ducking, so I feel a little but 
queasy about that. 

When I asked her to further expand on what she meant 
by queasy and whether or not she felt like she was 
maybe in denial, Claire responded:  

Claire: Probably, probably a little bit intimidated about, 
because I think what she wanted to do is open up the 
subject of, you know, I should have said something 
like "do you feel like you need to get the boys 
home?" You know, and let her talk about it because 
they were sending her up to the 5th floor, this was a 

major major milestone, so she probably wanted to get 
it out there but I missed an opportunity I guess.  

In the above passage, Claire talks about her sense of 
regret and she imagines an alternative way of 
responding to the topic of Francine’s eventual death. 
Claire was critical of her emotional reaction to the news 
that Francine was entering hospice and questioned the 
quality of support she offered Francine at that time. 

Example 3: The Value Of A Good Debrief 
Near the end of the interview, I asked Claire to reflect 
on the impact of information technologies on managing 
Francine’s care. As a spontaneous probe, I asked about 
how the recipient of a message impacted how and what 
was communicated, particularly when considering 
Francine’s two teenage sons. During this part of the 
interview, Claire invoked the feeling of a missed 
opportunity again. She began to reflect deeply on her 
own reactions, experiences of discomfort and came to a 
new understanding of how she reacts to stress and how 
she would like to react in future situations. In this 
moment, Claire felt like she was learning something 
from the process of being interviewed that was beyond 
the initial intentions of the interview itself: 

Claire: Well, again I feel like I missed an opportunity to 
let her talk you know? I'm always too quick to try to 
cover up and to keep her comfortable and probably 
should have gone through a little bit of discomfort just 
so that she could. I mean, she was pretty open about 
everything, she could talk but when she did let go, 
those few times when she did, kind of like, you could 
see a little break in the dam. I should have just let it 
break but I guess I didn’t know enough about this stuff. 
I guess if I had to do this again, I'd be a little bit more 



  

‘just shut up and listen once and a while’ you know? So 
maybe I learned something or maybe you're just 
teaching me now? Thank you Robert. 

At this point, I felt the need to intervene and offered:  

Robert: And not to impose but I mean from my 
perspective as someone who is listening and receiving 
this from you, I mean, they're wonderful memories that 
you have in-trust, maybe, for her sons and maybe 5 
years or maybe next year, or maybe 5 or 10 years 
down the road, you know, they may, this is stuff that 
you can share with them and so maybe she was having 
anxiety about "she'll always be their mother but she'll 
always be present." 

Claire thanked me for this response, but went on to 
compliment me as a therapist, which I felt obliged to 
correct. I told her I was a listener, charged with the 
task of listening and picking up on the cues of where to 
turn the conversation next, when to interject, and when 
to let silence fill space. Claire responded with the 
conclusion that to be a good listener is not easy and 
the interview reminded her of this. 

Analysis 
The transcripts do not do justice to the heaviness of 
Claire’s introspection and the extent of her self-doubt 
and self-criticism. It was as if the interview had 
restarted the grieving process for her and I was 
watching her unravel slightly question after question. 
This last conversation invoked two ethical conundrums, 
the need to provide some level of debrief; and 
secondly, to disrupt the association of interviewer with 
therapist.  
 

I felt the need to debrief, or at least provide some sort 
of critical and personal feedback as part of the 
interview, in order to enable Claire to leave the 
interaction with a somewhat restored sense of efficacy 
and self. I feared that if I did not temper Claire’s critical 
self-reflection with my personal perspective of her 
achievements, there was a chance that she would leave 
the interview feeling worse about the Francine’s last 
days, which in truth Claire has no control over in the 
present. I feared that Claire would feel as if 
collaboratively, Claire and I emptied the contents of 
every emotional drawer in her closet leaving her alone 
with the duty of picking up all the pieces and creating 
some sense of order out the aftermath of the interview. 
To cross that role-boundary from a passive, 
instrumentalist, recipient of research data, to a co-
observer and co-participant on her introspective 
journey seemed like the right thing to do. 

Therapy 
Claire was not the first and only participant to positively 
evaluate their participation in our interview and 
describe it as ‘therapeutic’. Although not one of the 
explicit objectives of the research itself, it gives me a 
sense of efficacy and conviction that this work is 
important. From a personal perspective as a 
researcher, it is truly flattering to have a participant 
leave an interview on such a emotionally-laden topic, 
such as hospice care and the death of a loved-one, take 
something as personal out of the whole experience, 
such as a reminder of the challenge of being a good 
listener that all people face at one point or another in 
their lives.  
 
On the other hand, the association of researcher with 
therapist should remind the research community that 



  

we are in a position of great responsibility and that the 
act of research participation can invoke feelings of 
vulnerability and objectification. Power relations are not 
equal in interviewing and researchers often have 
different stakes and objectives in the research than 
participants do. Furthermore, as exceptional and 
discrete social interactions, researchers are not always 
able to observe and follow-up with participants after 
data-collection to ensure participants are ok and 
making use of the support services that are available to 
them as a benefit of participating in academic research, 
for example, the counseling and bereavement services 
offered by qualified therapists as an ethical safeguard 
built into this project’s design and informed consent 
procedures. To allow the participant to continue to 
think of the researcher as a therapist, or even like a 
therapist, could undermine those procedures and could 
lead to a situation beyond the capabilities of the 
researcher to handle, such as the participant feeling 
suicidal as a result of their negative self-critiques 
invoked by the interview topic. 

Conclusion 
In conclusion, knowing how to balance between 
instrumentalist and pragmatic approaches to research 
is tacit and uncertain. As researchers we have 
obligations to collect reliable data that conforms to the 
standards of the scientific method but we also have a 
responsibility to look out for the best interests of our 
participants and to prevent rather than correct 
unintended harm to them. In this case, it meant 
allowing myself, as the researcher; to relate on a 
personal level to the participant and to respond to her 
emotional needs invoked by the interview topic. Doing 
so allowed the significance of this research to transcend 
its theoretical and technological aims; it resulted in the 

research process itself having a positive real-world 
subjective impact in the life of one of our participants. 
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