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Introduction

The changing nature of young people’s transitions to adulthood has received considerable academic and popular attention in recent years. Economic and social changes have radically transformed the processes associated with home-leaving, education, employment and training, as well as lifestyle choices and young people’s experiences of youth generally. Specifically, recent academic research has widely acknowledged the transition to university as a period that is often characterised by feelings of a ‘lack of connectedness and involvement’ (Perry & Allard 2003), ‘isolation’ (Lawrence 2001) ‘loneliness’ (Pargetter 2000), and ‘unhappiness and dissatisfaction’ (Yorke 2000). University can indeed be a tricky time for adolescents, and it was crucial to bear such outcomes in mind as I began my study of what was likely to be a highly charged, emotionally sensitive time for a number of young women taking up HE courses around the country. 

Notwithstanding these anxieties, it was also important not to focus too heavily on the negatives. Indeed, such a juncture brings with it change, growth and mobility (physical and social), as well as new and exciting opportunities that will have significant implications for the way these women ‘do’ family and personal relationships, and ultimately of course for the ‘success’ of their transitions. Consequently, the aim of my PhD research is to capture the way change is experienced and made sense of by a group of young women from the north west of England, at intervals during the course of their first year of study.  With the longitudinal aspect of the study at the fore, the aim of this paper is to look particularly at the ethical considerations associated with repeat interviewing and also, at the dilemmas raised by my growing relationship with the volunteers over this time. 

The following discussion will concentrate on three critical areas: the juxtaposition of my role as both researcher and ‘local girl’; overcoming participants’ growing familiarity with my research interests; and lastly, the handling of problematic language in the interview situation. Before I present my data and begin this discussion, I will first introduce my project, outlining the reasons behind and the benefits of the longitudinal design.

The Project 

The aim of my study is to carry out a project that looks at the way culture, lifestyle, and relationships are implicated when young women begin university away from home. In the spring of 2006 I visited local Sixth Forms and colleges in and around a town in North West England and recruited 32 volunteers who would take part in the first stage of the three-part research process. Gaining access to the sample was made easier by the fact that I too had grown up in the area of study, and therefore had excellent links with local institutions and a wealth of local knowledge. My position as ‘local girl’ did however create obstacles in terms of establishing my role as researcher, an issue I address later in this paper.

The goal of understanding how change is negotiated and utilized by these young women is at the heart of my project. In order to achieve this I decided to conduct three in-depth interviews with each of the volunteers over the course of their first year of study. I organised my project in this way because it is better to look at change contemporareously rather than retrospectively, and longitudinal studies allow for this (Mason 2002). Moreover, I felt it was essential to gain a sense of the young women’s varying positions of past, present and future as the year progressed so as to acquire a multilayered picture of their experiences. 

The interviews - which were usually carried out in the homes of the respondents - were positioned during three ‘critical moments’ of the volunteers’ transition: the summer prior to university beginning; the first natural break from study (Christmas 2006); and the summer at the end of the first year. As with many longitudinal studies, some respondents withdrew from the project through lack of interest, and after A Level results when plans for study changed or were postponed. At stage one I interviewed 32 young women, but at stages two and three of the research process I was able to interview only 17 of the initial respondents. 

Role, Rapport and Responsibility

Within the plethora of literature relating to research methodology, qualitative methods and interviewing techniques, there is an unflinching emphasis on what I call the three ‘R’s: role, rapport and responsibility. In the following section of this paper I will discuss how these themes became central to my own research. I will use examples from my data in order to develop arguments and to illustrate the dilemmas I faced.

Coming from a feminist background I am acutely aware of the discourse that surrounds qualitative research like my own, as well as the ethical puzzles that often frame the interview relationship. And of course, the interview is just that, a very distinctive type of social relationship. This relationship may involve, disguise, use and create differing aspects of social interaction such as power, friendship, reciprocity, and shared understandings (Edwards 1993; Holstein and Gubrium 1995). Each of these exchanges is meaningful for both parties, and must therefore be handled with a great deal of care by the researcher. To do so will create a comfortable research experience for the interviewee, and thus ensure volunteer involvement for the life of the project. 

The young women who volunteered to take part in the project did so on the basis of a presentation that I gave at each sixth form or college in the area. Although opinions are subject to change and can be altered in the process of the interview itself, interviewees will always have preconceived ideas about what or who a researcher ought to be (Berg 1995: 44). Observable characteristics such as my race, gender, ethnicity, style of dress, age, hairstyle, manner of speech and general demeanour provided information to potential interviewees that could confirm or refute their expectations about what an interviewer ought to be like (Berg 1995: 45). As I have grown up in the North West town where my project is based I shared with these young women a strong regional accent and the experience of having moved away to study at university. Each of these qualities were apparent in my presentation and these, together with my age at the time (24), my status as a student and my informal, youthful dress, no doubt brought me closer to the young women’s perceptions of their peers than a university researcher. 

Naturally, there are no guarantees that the interviewer will, simply by looking the part, be granted or afforded  rapport. Nevertheless there were a several instances in the interviews where I felt like I was regarded more as ‘big sister’ than researcher, insofar as the young women had identified me as somebody who had chosen a similar path to themselves. For this reason, I was ‘personalised’ by my respondents and the repeat nature of our meetings added to this sense of mutual understanding. Like Gordon and Lahelma (2004: 248), I found that the exchanges I shared with the young women respondents were often in the context of a relationship that is closer than that of a one-off interview. 

During my first meeting with Hayley Bricksworth* who was planning to study Architecture at Liverpool, much of the discussion centred on wanting to ‘get out’ of her home town and needing a ‘fresh start’. Having access to information regarding my educational background
, she seemed to understand my own choices in the context of her own.

KF: Did you apply to study at Manchester?

HB: Yeah I did and I really like it as a place I just think it’s a little bit too near to home. You know, for as long as I’ve been able to I’ve gone there on a weekend to shop and I just think it wouldn’t feel like a new start in the same way that other places will do….Liverpool isn’t too far from home, but it’s not too easy to get back either, that’s kind of why I chose it. You must know how it is; you have to get just far enough away to really experience the changes. You were at Newcastle right?

While finding similarities with myself allowed Hayley to share these feelings, this framework of understanding also limited her ability to be open later on, as during our second meeting she found it tricky to explain her decision to switch her degree to a design course at Manchester.

HB: Well I got my results and I didn’t get in and things were just thrown up into the air really…well, I never really wanted to do Architecture at Liverpool deep down, I think I always knew that. So I guess there was a sense of relief at first that I didn’t have to do it …. I always felt that going to uni in Manchester was a bit of a cop out. I thought it’s not really going away because you’re just around the corner for one, and for another Manchester is a city I’ve known all my life from shopping trips, school trips or whatever because it’s so near to home. But actually you know what, although [proximity] was definitely a factor I have hardly been home since I’ve been here I never even think to go back.

Although it is hard to relay on paper, listening again to Hayley explaining that period after results day one can hear an air of defensiveness and discomfort as she tries to make sense of her actions. Having previously stressed the need to get away from home to ‘really experience the changes’ it is clearly difficult for her to do an about-turn and make the case for studying closer to home, especially to somebody whom she perhaps feels has made different choices. Conducting these often complicated, repeat interviews can have implications for rapport because it is not just the respondent who is privy to information about their past feelings or experiences; the interviewer also has this information on tape and in field notes. It is crucial therefore to adopt a suitable role within the interview so that awkwardness and uneasiness are kept to a minimum for the volunteer and so that they are willing to remain involved in the project.

There is a good deal written about ‘role-taking’ and performance in the interview setting (see Berg 1995 and Gordon 1987: 213). According to Berg (1995) these performances – actions, lines, and routines – can be prepared and rehearsed by the interviewer in advance. Although the interviewer’s performance is understood as a self-conscious one, interviewees also use responses from a repertoire of their own. For example, how they ought to feel about moving away from home, or opinions they feel that they should have the transition to adulthood. In a sense this too may be well rehearsed even though it might not be a self conscious performance. As I met with the volunteers more frequently, it seemed as though they had begun to anticipate certain topics of conversation and sometimes I feared that they had made assumptions about what I wanted them to discuss. Of course, it is important to remember that for some volunteers the interview was an intense experience, having to talk about themselves for over an hour at a time.  It is possible then that while some volunteers had tried to second guess my interests, others had prepared themselves so that they would always have something to interesting to say. While this was certainly good in terms of keeping the flow of conversation, these assumptions at times limited our discussions to clichés, formula answers or sometimes narratives that I could tell were less grounded in real experiences.

To date, I have met three times with Mira Alzika*, a young Muslim woman commuting to study in Manchester. As one of the few Muslim women at her Sixth form, Mira seemed acutely aware of assumed ‘popular’ preconceptions about Muslim families and Muslim women, especially with regard to matters of freedom and choice. Moreover, at the time of interviewing there was significant media and political attention centred on the Veil and the supposed oppressive nature of Islam for young women in Britain.  Accordingly, when Mira told me about her decision not to live away from home in order to study, she was keen to set this against the backdrop of a positive family-life where freedom and respect were central.

MA: The main reason [for living at home] is my parents I think, it isn’t that they are strict or really over-protective, but well I think they just worry about me and I don’t want them to be worried all the time. My sister lived at home while she studied, so I think if she can commute then so can I. My parents worry about all kinds of things, like that I won’t look after myself properly, that I won’t eat properly, and that I’ll mix with the wrong people. If I’m honest I would like to live away and do it properly, and if it becomes too hard you know travelling in everyday and getting the work done then maybe in my second year I’ll live over there. It isn’t like I can’t do that, I just choose not to right now.

On our second meeting, as Mira grew increasingly familiar with topics like ‘home’, self identity and personal growth, her narratives often fed into this with the probability and expectation of moving to Manchester “eventually” becoming a recurrent topic. Crucially however, there were also many real examples of an extremely close-knit family; a family that extended to their grandparents next-door; a family who eat meals together three times a day and provide a strong network of informal care. From my own experiences of visiting the Alzika’s, I was able to gain a good sense of the kind of support that existed. At times however, I felt as though the drive of Mira’s mission to provide an antithesis to supposedly widespread perceptions of Asian family life almost overshadowed the more nuanced details. 

KF: How are things with your sister?

MA: I am a lot closer to my sister these days. I’m a bit sad right now because she goes away in a month to work in a hospital overseas. I am going to miss her so much, we share a room together you see and that will be the worst thing. I know I said I like my own space and I do but we have always shared a room. I’m not sure how I will manage being on my own at night, I hope I will be able to sleep. Moving out of home would be a huge thing for me for this reason alone, I am so used to having my family around me.  

As the example above shows, it was more often when respondents spoke about ‘little things’ that we were able to get past the standard opinions they felt they were expected to give about starting university and family life. Getting at the ‘little things’ however was no easy task and relied hugely on rapport. Furthermore, even once this was achieved by the end of the first interview, the relationship had to be re-established some sixth months later when we met again. It was hard for Mira to tell me that she loves living at home, and equally that she is not ready to leave yet. It took time for us to get to these things. These young women are intelligent, socially aware and have a good idea of what starting university can mean for young women their age. In the same way that Hayley was guarded about her reasons for switching to study at Manchester, I believe that Mira often felt uneasy talking to me about herself in terms of vulnerability or dependency. 

At the other end of the spectrum there were some volunteers who talked candidly about life and their experiences, and at times felt so comfortable that they shared some rather challenging sentiments. As Larossa et al. (1981) state, in the comfortable atmosphere of the home and when there is trust, participants might disclose information that they may not have otherwise have chosen to reveal. The data below is one example where I found myself in the position of having to listen to a respondent using problematic language. 

EB: I won’t miss all the fights when I go out on a night out. Not me! I mean other people, big groups of lads you know in pubs. It is quite a rough place to be sometimes. You see people walking down the street, you know, Pakis. They’re all dealing drugs and they’re just horrible and make me feel well uncomfortable. They’re really threatening. 

The excerpt above is taken from Emily Bright’s* first interview back in July 2006. There were several other points where she used this kind of language and I found it hard to listen to a young person speak this way. After the interview I spent a lot of time reflecting on how I had handled the conversation and whether or not the decisions I made on the spot were the best ones. In a study of racism, Christine Griffin (1991 cited in Skeggs 2001) argues that when participants in research are reproducing damaging and racist ideas then the ‘researcher should talk back’, arguing that not to do so would reproduce, legitimate and collude in the racist ideas being articulated (see Skeggs 2001: 434). While I understood Griffin’s argument, I decided not to ‘talk back’ to Emily or to other volunteers who used such challenging language. Far from glossing over the matter however, I did try where possible to talk around these issues in a more nuanced way, and encourage the respondents to reflect upon the their ideas and explain them to me. In terms of ethics and my responsibility as a researcher, I believe it is my job to gather real data and present these young women in the terms that they use however uncomfortable this might be for me personally. 

The aim of my PhD is to try to understand how the respondents feel about, and deal with, change in their day-to-day lives. Since our first meeting each interviewee has, to some degree, been on a personal journey. Sometimes the changes the young women have undergone are visible in their dress and style; sometimes these transformations are manifested in subtle alterations to their temperament. For Emily, as time has passed it seems that she too has begun a project of self-assessment. In our final meeting Emily reflected on this journey.

EB: I feel differently about loads of things. I know I’ve changed, I’m glad I have – I feel a bit embarrassed really.

KF: Embarrassed? 

EB: Yeah, I just think growing up around here makes you fairly narrow minded, I remember in like my second week or something one of my mates Megan pulled me up and said, “look you really can’t say Paki, it’s not really acceptable and Jen’s dad is from like India or somewhere and I think she finds it a bit off you know”. I had no idea it was even a bad thing to say, I was just ignorant. After that I felt awful and I have made an effort to be much more open to things. I felt like such a horrible person it was horrible. 

The transformation that Emily has gone through has been both rewarding and painful for her. It has required her to look objectively at herself, at the values she has taken for granted for so long, and to move away from these and make changes. Emily recalls this time with blushed cheeks and feelings of shame while also feeling hugely disappointed with herself. She was willing to discuss these emotions with me in the research setting, primarily because we had built trust and rapport over time. In my view, to chastise respondents and consequently foster the kinds of feelings Emily talks about in her interview is to break that trust and to act irresponsibly. 

Conclusion

This paper discusses the three ‘R’s – role, rapport, and responsibility - with regard to my own PhD research. I have presented cases that have been challenging, frustrating and demanding of my skills as a new researcher, requiring me to adopt new roles and take fresh approaches to dilemmas encountered in a real-life research situation. I am grateful of any comments, feedback and advice that I can take with me to the next stages of my PhD. 
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